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1summary
This PhD research explores the potential of design-oriented research for in-
vestigating design practice. This project is interested in drawing attention 
to the value of a designer’s perspective, and showing how this perspective 
can play a more significant role in shaping how academic discourse frames 
and understands design. This goal is explored through the critical undertak-
ing of a design-oriented research case study. In reflecting upon the meth-
ods adopted the project can evaluate, from a practitioner’s perspective, the 
limitations and the opportunities of designing as a research methodology. 
The visualisation case study includes academic and professionally framed 
design projects that examine directly and indirectly the potential and ap-
propriateness of design-oriented research for disclosing productive insights 
into design praxis.
 In advocating the relevance of practitioner-researchers contributing 
to the academic discourse surrounding design practice, the audience for 
this research is the studio-based educator. The disciplinary values of the 
research model would be relevant for educators with a design background 
who are interested in undertaking research that is motivated to both influ-
ence teaching strategies and contribute to our collective understanding of 
design practice. 
 This research operates at the nexus between Brad Haseman’s notion 
of performative research, Alain Findeli’s framework for project-grounded re-
search and Donald Schön’s idea of the reflective practitioner, in turn casting 
the act of designing and reflecting as central to the project-orientation of 
the research. Exploring the methodological practice of a designer-research-
er, this project is driven to adopt and adapt studio-based methods and 
reflection-based research interventions that will promote the synergetic 
relationship between speculation and reflection. In noticing and account-
ing for the designer’s reflective conversation with the research situation, 
the project proposes strategies for how what I am calling the back talk of a 
reflective design practice might be productively amplified to establish reso-
nance and facilitate the external consultation of practitioner-led research.
2PReFace – 
the Research narrative
This research study explores the potential of a design-oriented approach to 
research. The framework for this reflection-based approach can be charac-
terised as multi-modal, iterative and engaging with multiple methods. The 
following dissertation is designed to structurally embody the nature of the 
research approach. This translates to a dissertation with an interwoven nar-
rative and reflections layered on reflections. The three key elements of the 
study that shape this documentation are blog entries, case study projects, 
dissertation diagrams and writing.
 The projects of the visualisation case study fall into two categories: the 
primary design projects including visual essays and visualisation studies 
and the secondary references including images that document the broader 
research and design activity. The primary projects are introduced and doc-
umented in full in chapter two, with the secondary illustrations inserted 
throughout the dissertation as snapshots of my broader research activities. 
The snapshots might include, for example, a single proposition diagram 
that provoked debate, a frame from a research presentation or a detail 
from a grounded theory exercise. This research program is described as 
project-grounded and these tangible project details are included to render 
a holistic understanding of the research/practice experience. The research 
website (on the DVD) includes extended commentary on the visual essays, 
the visualisation studies and full examples of some PhD and professional 
practice presentations.
 The research blog provided a structure for the reflexive writing that 
runs through this PhD program. These conversations with myself were 
critical to the design-oriented approach of this study, since the blog oper-
ated as the equivalent of a writing sketchpad. The tentative writings al-
lowed perspectives to be in flux and newfound understandings to surface. 
More than simply a medium for thinking-through-writing, the blog pro-
vided a unified space for negotiating the back talk within and between the 
research and professional practice spaces of the research program. In this 
interconnected space, the blog became a place of active reflection on my 
study from multiple perspectives – including the experiential knowing of 
the practice experience, the meta-conversation of the research program, 
and the relevance of a theorist’s conceptual framework with respect to my 
understandings of praxis. Sample blog entries are included throughout the 
dissertation and the full blog is on the research website. The reflective ac-
counts that introduce chapter sections are selected blog entries that have 
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been revisited. These short entries weave together a composite narrative 
that seeks to candidly highlight how I used these internal conversations to 
negotiate reflections of the research experience.
 The projects extend beyond the dissertation text to full-page diagrams 
that introduce major sections of the research. The diagrams and the disser-
tation text were developed simultaneously, informing one another through 
various iterations . The diagrams and text (along with the reflective ac-
counts) provide multiple entry points to the dissertation as well as poten-
tially appealing to different literacies and levels of engagement. Designing 
the dissertation diagrams did not begin as a speculative process and yet the 
act of translating the dissertation argument into visual form served to raise 
possibilities while simultaneously challenging some assumptions. The ob-
jective behind the diagrams was distinct from the visualisations of the case 
study as they intended to fix the argument in visual form. Yet the recursive 
conversation between the diagrams and text once again underscored the 
discursive value of an ambiguous text. The short captions go some way 
toward framing a reading of the diagrams and yet, just as the proposition 
diagrams of the case study are positioned for open interpretation rather 
than ‘deciphering’ by the reader, there is intentionally no legend or com-
prehensive caption. These diagrams and the reflective accounts were also 
the primary artefacts of the PhD exhibition. 
 The full complement of research artefacts may have been side-lined to 
the website, but the design of the dissertation is conceived to reflect a non-
linear research process, reminding the reader that designing, writing and 
framing exercises were undertaken iteratively throughout the PhD. The 
website makes multiple entry points explicit by allowing the reader to scan 
the reflective accounts or study the dissertation diagrams while reading 
the full text. I believe that together these elements present the evidence of 
a critically reflexive approach to researching design praxis by way of inter-
rogating my own situated practice. 

chaPteR one— 
the context
I was watching them debate their point. Although I didn’t 
know most of the people they were mentioning I knew 
something of what they were talking about. They may both 
have been design theorists, but I was the designer in 
the room. The philosopher was arguing that the act of 
designing was inherently reflective; the painter-turned-
theorist was counter-arguing that designing was all 
about looking forward. It was an argument they had had 
before. 
I wanted to jump in; I wanted to tell them that they were 
both right. Yet I stood on the sidelines and remained 
silent. They threw quotes from other men at each other 
from books I hadn’t read, books I didn’t want to read. Still. 
I also didn’t want to be shut out of the conversation. I 
wanted to join in. I held on to the idea that my images alone 
should be enough. Yet I wanted to give a practitioner’s 
perspective. I just didn’t have the words.

8chaPteR one— 
the context
This research investigates the potential of a design-oriented approach to 
researching design practice. This dissertation structures the thesis into four 
chapters: a critical framing of the research project; documentation of the 
design-oriented research case study; a reflective account of how the case 
study was undertaken; and an evaluation of the potential of design-orient-
ed research. 
 This introductory chapter lays out the broader context and the criti-
cal framework on which this research project is founded. The first section 
outlines the ambitions of the project by identifying the relevance of the 
practitioner-educator contributing to the theoretical framing of design 
praxis. Situating the project in relation to design research discourse, the 
next section discusses the paradox of ‘design research’, a field of scholarship 
that often does not appear to embrace the designer. The latter sections ori-
ent the reader by providing snapshots of parts of the project, including the 
components of the case study, the basic research strategies adopted and 
the overall structure of the research program. In theoretically situating and 
conceptually framing the methodological elements within the study, this 
dissertation addresses how and why the study is motivated to both model 
and advocate for a design-oriented approach to researching practice. 
 Throughout this dissertation, when I reference the research project, I 
am talking of the subject and content of the overall research. References 
to the research program are related to the methodological orientation of 
the research, specifically how the research was structured and undertaken. 
Design projects refers to the studio-based artefacts that are the central com-
ponent of the visualisation case study.
1.1 situating the Project
the Rationale foR this ReseaRch 
At the outset the broad motivation underpinning this research was for 
designers to have a more explicit understanding of the potential of design 
practice beyond the style and utility of the artefact. I was less interested 
in what designers crafted and how objects functioned, and more driven to 
consider how designers acted in the process of making. This orientation is 
in part personal since I have always been more interested in the process of 
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designing than the crafting of the material object, but it was also framed 
by the societal and professional forces that are shaping the future of de-
sign education. 
 Observing what drives the conversations at my institution and the agen-
da of design conferences internationally it is clear that there are significant 
changes facing the design profession. It is also apparent that the design 
academy recognises that these forces will necessarily inform future models 
for design education. The impact of these technological, social and eco-
nomic changes will require designers to not just generate material objects 
but to also design systems, services and experiences (Davis 2008). Indirectly 
the rationale behind this research is framed by the conversations that circle 
around the development of research cultures in design and the need for 
designers’ to make themselves more attractive to interdisciplinary collabo-
rators (AIGA/NCSU 2010). 
 I believe this period of change represents a time when new practice 
opportunities can emerge for designers, but this will in part depend on 
the design academy’s ability to prepare graduates who can communicate 
to employers, clients, stakeholders and potential collaborators what exper-
tise they, as designers, bring to the particular situation. The practice of re-
search presents a multitude of potential projects and different research 
methodologies for addressing the issues facing design education. However, 
the design-orientation of this research seeks to develop a methodological 
approach that respects the expertise of the practitioner. With this in mind 
this project is specifically interested in practitioner-led models for research-
ing practice that subsequently offer the studio-educator a more-than-tacit 
understanding of his or her practice. 
 This research is framed by the broad idea that a useful step designers can 
take in navigating the paradigm shift away from objects to experiences is 
to become more adept at accounting for design expertise. The assumption 
is that if design practice is going to operate within an increasingly demate-
rialised realm then the practitioner-educator would benefit from building 
on his or her already sophisticated lexicon for presenting and critiquing the 
material world of design objects. These changes in design education are go-
ing to require not just the introduction of new skill sets but also a new way 
of talking about what designers do. Therefore it would be valuable if the 
designer were able to consciously use and explicitly teach the more cogni-
tive attributes of design that practitioners draw on every day, yet that are 
often only implicitly embedded in design curricula. The issue of the trans-
ferability of design attributes from one design field to another is just one 
example that highlights the value of educators – and subsequently design 
graduates – being more comfortable with explicating the tacit knowing 
they bring to their teaching, research or professional practice. 
GROCOTT
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 Essentially I am interested in designers being better able to articulate 
not just what they make and why it is useful, but also the thinking involved 
in making and what this way of thinking has to offer.
an intRoDuction to the ReseaRch Design
There are two communities of scholars researching the field of design prax-
is that this project intersects. Young and Spencer argue there is a general 
consensus that design methodology can be characterised by two different 
paradigms: “rational problem solving” and “constructionism” (2009, p155). 
The epistemological and theoretical perspectives that distinguish these 
fundamentally different ways of understanding design have also led to a 
breadth of scholarship that further enacts different research approaches 
and methodologies. Nigel Cross, Kees Dorst and Brian Lawson are three 
of the primary researchers in the community of technical rationalists who 
investigate this terrain of design knowing by working with a deductive, ex-
perimental methodology that allows the designer’s decision-making prac-
tice to be observed and analysed. In contrast, scholars such as Clive Dilnot, 
Tony Fry and Wolfgang Jonas theorise the praxis of design in conversation 
with philosophical texts and interpretations of artefacts/services. 
 This research project shares an interest in research subject with these 
scholars – the desire to contribute to the theoretical framing of design 
praxis. However, my epistemological and theoretical perspective is distinct-
ly different from the position of the techno-rationalist social scientist, and 
my methodological approach and research tactics and strategies are inten-
tionally dissimilar to that of the humanities scholar. This research project 
is interested in how approaching this subject from another theoretical per-
spective may either substantiate or triangulate theories that have emerged 
from these related fields.
 This practice-led research project investigates design knowing and 
praxis by adopting a reflective practice approach to my professional and 
research practice. Young and Spencer provide an operational definition for 
reflective practice in this research context (2009, p2):
The reflective practice method for practice-led design research refers to 
the paradigm as reflective practice and the action-orientated theory of 
reflective inquiry (Schön, 1983 and 1987). Reflective practice method-
ology is an epistemology of practice focusing upon acts of intelligence 
within situations of uncertainty, placing technical rationality (Simon, 
1969) within a broader context of reflective inquiry.
11
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My research adopts a self-directed and open-ended heuristic approach to 
this field. In this research program the reflective practice orientation has 
three inter-related methodological components that have been appropri-
ated for a design-led context: the case study, the discipline of noticing and 
narrative enquiry. The central importance of the design project underscores 
the relevance of the situated design case study. The discipline of noticing 
reconfigures the cyclical approach and intention to effect change-of-action 
research and the emergent and disciplined observations of grounded theo-
ry, offering tactics for reflective conversation with the design projects and 
the research practice. Narrative enquiry complements the design orienta-
tion by providing a strategy for pulling far enough back from the situated 
context to observe the self-as-other. In creating a hybrid reflective practice 
that triangulates insights from across and between these various method-
ological approaches I hoped to compensate for some of the limitations of 
reflective practice while maintaining the integrity of offering a practitio-
ner’s perspective on designing. The research design is described in detail 
later in this chapter.
an intRoDuction to the ReseaRch context
The audience for this research is the studio-based educator who seeks to 
participate in the scholarship and discourse that will move us toward a 
richer understanding of design and subsequently reveal new ways of ar-
ticulating the relevance of a design education. This research project puts 
forth a framework for practitioner-led research so that the design educator 
can offer a practice-driven perspective to researching design praxis. The de-
cision to focus on research undertaken by the design educator, as opposed 
to research within a professional practice environment, is in part due to 
the impact that education can have on preparing future designers, and 
also due to the responsibility of the academy to support the advancement 
of practice through critical enquiry. If the academy drives most research 
into design, then this project seeks to put forward approaches to research-
ing praxis that will resonate with practitioner-educators. By engaging in 
a critical research practice, the studio-based educator would be rewarded 
with the visual and linguistic tools to contribute to our understanding of 
design: through exhibition, publication, presentations and leadership roles 
within institutions. 
 From my position as an academic administrator and researcher I am 
interested in enhancing the designer-educator’s capacity to make explicit 
how the designer thinks and acts when designing. From my position as a 
studio-based design educator I am motivated to engage other academic 
GROCOTT
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practitioners to undertake and debate the contribution of practitioner-
led research. Tracing a connection between these two motivations I have 
become particularly interested in considering the role research can play 
in how practitioner-researchers might come to know and articulate the 
usefulness and relevance of design in new, unfamiliar contexts. Ultimately 
the research program represents my interest in learning more about what 
designers know so that the practitioner-researcher working within the de-
sign academy can contribute to the immediate conversations within his 
or her institution and the scholarship that serves to define the domain of 
design. Within the visualisation case study this interest is made manifest 
through the visual essays that critically explore the tacit knowing of my 
design practice. Within the overall research project this interest is realised 
through the broader exploration of the potential of practitioner-led re-
search. This leads to the broad research question: how might a specula-
tive, reflective practice approach to design-led research contribute to the 
scholarship that seeks to understand design praxis? Section 1.3 outlines 
the specific research questions that the project investigates through the 
practice of communication design.
 As the academy negotiates how to develop learning experiences for this 
new landscape, much academic discourse has required a move from focus-
ing on the professional education of specific design guilds to more closely 
attending to the general purchase and relevance of design. This discourse 
may, for example, assert the relevance of design thinking for addressing 
complex humanitarian problems, or considering core design literacies for 
non-design majors. This is why I am choosing to focus on the general do-
main of design. I believe the practitioner to already play a distinct role in 
defining the specific procedural, material and technological knowing of his 
or her chosen field of professional practice (in my case, communication 
design). I am specifically interested here in how the practitioner’s voice 
might influence the conversations within the academy that seek to better 
understand design thinking and design expertise in general. This more ab-
stract interest in design discourse may once have been associated with the 
scholarly domain of the social scientist, yet in rethinking design education 
there is value in the academy grounding this discourse by framing the rel-
evance of a designer’s cognitive expertise within these new practice spaces. 
The design theorist may have the conceptual frameworks for this work, but 
the practitioner has the situated experience and the designerly knowing to 
explore the potential of these new contexts. For these reasons I believe the 
practitioner-educator can and should play an active role in critically fram-
ing our forever-evolving perspectives on design. 
 Working with my specific skills as a communication designer, this proj-
ect explores visualising as a design-led research method. A sub-field of 
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design, communication design is concerned with the message, media and 
strategies for engaging an audience. Whereas communication design is a 
term that references a wide range of practices that can draw on multiple 
senses and technologies, this PhD limits its exploration to the practice of 
visual design. Specifically, the study focuses on two-dimensional graphic 
design of visualisations that are conceived to evoke discussion for a peer 
community of design practitioner scholars. Over the course of the project, 
additional reflection-based research activities have been introduced to ad-
dress the limitations of designing as a form of enquiry. Together, the studio-
based strategies and the reflection-based activities propose an approach 
for moving toward understanding of design. Within the framework of this 
research project I have come to name this reflective, yet design-driven, ap-
proach ‘design-oriented research’. 
 As a communication designer I understand this research to be about 
visualisations and their potential for investigating and communicating 
design knowing. As a design administrator/educator I perceive the re-
search project to be about the potential of design-oriented research to 
make a contribution to academic discourse about design praxis. The first 
orientation appeals since it is clearly grounded in practice and embraces 
practitioner-led research. Yet, I also appreciate that the second orientation 
directly addresses my interest in practitioners playing a more active role 
in researching the general domain of design, as opposed to the specific 
field of design their practice engages them in. There were many times I 
wished I could confirm which of these orientations was more important. 
Ultimately I have come to realise the value of a research project that oper-
ates on two levels.
 The first level comprises the design-oriented research case study that 
is at the heart of the PhD. The case study represents the site of explora-
tion where, as a practitioner-researcher, I investigated the capacity of using 
communication design to advance my personal understanding and poten-
tially our collective understandings of design. At this level the research uses 
different practice spaces to explore the tacit knowing of design and the po-
tential of design in unfamiliar contexts. Over time it became evident that, 
although the case study might stand alone as a contribution to the field of 
communication design, if I wanted to more generally examine the poten-
tial of practitioner research then another tier of reflection was required.
 This led to a second level of reflective engagement with the PhD, as I 
now saw the need for reflecting on not just the studio experience of the 
case study, but also on the limitations and possibilities that practitioner-
led research presents. This level of enquiry frames the design work and 
methodological approach of the case study as the primary ‘project’ of the 
PhD. In this way the research seeks to reflect upon my research practice: 
GROCOTT
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how ideas are generated by the process of designing, debated through cri-
tiques and presentations, and then written up as research outcomes. The 
chapters of this dissertation represent the additional level of analysis and 
abstraction necessary to evaluate the potential of design-oriented research 
beyond the specifics of the particular case study. 
 This explains how the research project has come to specifically explore 
the reflective capacity of design-oriented research for interrogating a de-
signer’s practice and sharing a designer’s knowing. 
1.1.2 
situating the Discourse
Design ReseaRch DiscouRse
Fig. 1 (p15)
This is a PhD by project, which presupposes that the PhD operates within 
a context that already acknowledges and supports a project orientation 
to design research. But, given that the research topic explicitly explores 
the potential of practitioner research for informing research into design, 
it is important that the project is situated within the discourse that articu-
lates the merit of performative research (Haseman, 2006), underscores the 
importance of design research being project-grounded (Findeli, 1999) and 
explicates why the act of designing and reflecting is central to the project-
orientation of the research (Schön, 1983).
 A short text published in the early ’90s identifies three categories of 
art and design research: research “into”, “through” and “for” art and de-
sign (Frayling 1993). Christopher Frayling’s notion that research could ex-
ist through creative practice laid claim to the legitimacy of designing as a 
research method, while generating further debate about what this might 
really mean (a debate I return to in chapter 2.1.1). This research project ini-
tially privileged the research being practice-led above anything else, in the 
belief that new opportunities for practice would emerge from researchers 
sharing the exploration of their practice with their peers (van Schaik 2003). 
Grounded by an individual’s situated, professional practice this emphasis 
on the mastery of the practitioner-researcher firmly privileges advancing 
critical practice. What is less established is how a practitioner’s reflections 
on practice transfer and contribute to the academic community’s inter-
est in constructing theories of design praxis.  Given the ambition of this 
project to promote practitioner research that helps to build the academic 
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE This diagram underscores how ‘practice’ is both the primary method and the object of study 
in this research program. The design-oriented research approach identified in this project 
operates within a performative research paradigm, while appropriating reflection-oriented 
methods from qualitative research. The designing, writing and framing activities of the 
research program are situated at an intersection between research through and about design. 
QUALITATIVE
Practice as an object 
of study: to observe 
and interpret behaviour.
Reflective Practice /
Action Research
Research about Design
QUANTITATIVE
Practice as an object 
of study: to collect 
and analyse data.
Protocol Analysis /
Human Factors
Research about Design
PERFORMATIVE
Practice as a research 
method: deploying practice
to speculate and inquire.
Material Forms of 
Practice / Critique
Research through Design
 
DESIGN-ORIENTED RESEARCH
Practice as a method and object of study: 
to generate new knowing about design praxis.
The Research Paradigm
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discourse surrounding design, the project operates at the interstitial space 
between Frayling’s research through and into design. 
 Writing almost two decades after Frayling, Daniel Fallman examines 
Frayling’s theory closer and distinguishes between deploying research to 
make more successful design objects/experience and deploying design to 
research a topic (2005). Fallman makes the distinction that although both 
approaches may use design as a method, the first may have no intention 
of being knowledge-productive (what Fallman calls “research-oriented de-
sign”), whereas the second approach is motivated to disclose new knowledge 
about a field yet may not result in a designed outcome (“design-oriented 
research”). This research project adopts Fallman’s definition of design-ori-
ented research, since it emphasises the declared intention to contribute to 
the knowledge of the field and share the outcomes of the research.
 One of the challenges facing design-oriented research is that the work is 
often evaluated against the methods, value systems and research criteria of 
the sciences or humanities. Countering the binary framework presented by 
qualitative and quantitative research, Brad Haseman proposes the need for 
a third paradigm that is sympathetic to the values and methods of practice-
led researchers (2006). Haseman recognises that qualitative and performa-
tive research both offer multiple methods for researching, yet he makes 
the distinction that the precondition for performative research is that the 
methods be led by practice. Haseman argues that “some researchers have 
become impatient with the methodological restrictions of qualitative re-
search…[leading to] a radical push to not only place practice within the 
research process, but to lead research through practice” (p3). This research 
project sympathises with Haseman’s characterisation of performative re-
search to the extent that he accounts for how the research is initiated. 
Haseman describes how:
…many practice-led researchers do not commence a research project 
with a sense of ‘a problem’. Indeed they may be led by what is best 
described as ‘an enthusiasm of practice’: something which is exciting, 
something which may be unruly, or indeed something which may be 
just becoming possible as new technology or networks allow (but of 
which they cannot be certain). (Haseman 2006, p3)
This position is further supported by the idea that practice-led researchers 
need to be confident that “their designing activities reside within a theo-
retical framework that allows the methodology and research question(s) to 
be held in suspension” (Young and Spencer 2009, p2). 
 I was initially drawn to the practice-led argument that the research 
should also be disseminated “through the symbolic language and forms of 
their practice” (p4). Haseman describes the practice-led researcher as hav-
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ing “little interest in trying to translate the findings and understandings 
of practice into numbers (quantitative) and words (qualitative) preferred 
by traditional research paradigms” (p4). This disinterest might hold if you 
want to share your research with other practitioners in your field, but for 
this research project the research outcomes needed to be translated to the 
broader community of design scholars. The project seeks to overcome the 
“collective muteness of the profession” by resisting the “binarism between 
action and contemplation” (Bonsiepe 1999, p154).
 Findeli proposes a model that helps to “build a genuine theory of de-
sign by adopting an epistemological posture more consonant with what is 
specific to design: the project…[The] epistemological figure is that of em-
bedded, implicated, engaged, situated theory” (1999, p108). The method-
ological approach of this research project can be equated to Findeli’s model 
of “project-grounded research.” Findeli characterises this approach (used 
within a doctoral program) as a “kind of hybrid between action research 
and grounded theory research…that reaches beyond those methods, in the 
sense that our researchers in design are valued both for their academic and 
professional expertise” (1999, p111). In this way, the research is grounded by 
the projects and the theory emerges from the applied project experience. 
 Given the goals of the PhD my research project does not liberally accept 
Haseman’s call to resist the constraints of translating practice into words, 
nor does it assume Findeli’s emphasis on constructing the research prob-
lem and questions up front. The action-oriented methodological approach 
of the project allows the practitioner to adopt methods that are unique 
to design, while promoting Haseman’s respect for diving in and following 
hunches and Findeli’s caution to avoid confusing the importance of the 
research project with the project becoming “the central purpose of the re-
search project” (p 111). 
 Consequently, in adopting Fallman’s term – design-oriented research – 
this research project asserts a commitment to research outcomes that tran-
scend the practice experience to offer new ways of seeing and understand-
ing design. This ambition does not diminish my allegiance to practice-led 
research but does challenge my base assumptions since it leads me to rec-
ognise the methodological contribution of other disciplines. This manifests 
in the project through an examination of the potential of complementary 
research activities that might be adapted to draw on a designer’s expertise 
while also introducing new discursive strategies to the research program. 
 Having said this, I want to clarify that my commitment to making a 
contribution beyond the situated projects that were undertaken does not 
simply equate to a desire to produce only propositional knowledge. Re-
specting that practice-led art and design research are often characterised 
as generating experiential knowing, this research project acknowledges the 
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often tacit and sometimes ineffable type of knowing that comes from a 
designer’s experience of creating work. This research project respects that 
when it comes to the application of a practitioner’s knowing and future re-
search, then tacit knowing is just as important as the knowing that can be 
explicitly communicated (Niedderer 2007, p12). In parallel, the reflective 
writing of this dissertation explains the discursive contribution of the an-
ecdote when it comes to theorising my everyday experience as a designer 
researching my own practice (Gallop 2002). 
ReFlective PRactice DiscouRse
As much as this research project is an investigation into design research, 
it is also an exploration of reflective practice. Donald Schön is the scholar 
who has most directly influenced this research, in part due to his interest in 
framing the practice of design through the lens of reflective practice (1987). 
Schön uses the term ‘designing’ in two senses: specifically, such as when ob-
serving the teaching and learning of the practice of designing within archi-
tecture; and more broadly, to account for the reflective conversation that is 
at the core of all forms of practice, whether that be teaching, counselling or 
nursing (1992). Similarly, he folds the idea of reflective practice into Dew-
ey’s notion of ‘inquiry’, a practice seeking to “integrate thought and action, 
theory and practice, the academy and the everyday world” (1992, p123). In 
this way he describes how the practitioner-as-researcher might understand 
his or her role as “inquiry-enhancing” (p123).
 The core concepts introduced by Schön that are relevant to this research 
project are touched on in this quote:
Through the unintended effects of action, the situation talks back. The 
practitioner, reflecting on this back talk, may find new meanings in the 
situation which lead him to a new reframing. (Schön 1983, p135) 
First, I am interested in the idea that the designer is in conversation with 
the physical components with which he or she is designing: what Schön 
calls the reflective conversation with the materials of a situation. Second, 
I am interested in the broader idea that the designer is in reflective con-
versation with the situation, which opens up the idea that the designer is 
not just reflecting upon material, technical and physical decisions but also 
a broad range of social, environmental, cultural and conceptual concerns. 
Schön describes this reflective conversation as ‘back talk’; naming the often 
internalised and rarely verbalised series of hunches and responses, ques-
tions and decisions, that a designer mentally weighs up when making or 
contemplating a move. In attending to the resistances and opportunities 
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the back talk discloses, the designer begins to assess the potential of dif-
ferent propositions. This ongoing evaluation of the situation from differ-
ent perspectives introduces Schön’s notion of framing (1983). The capacity 
to frame problems or situations in unforeseen ways is how Schön charac-
terises the designer’s expertise in imagining innovative solutions. In this 
research, these three key concepts play a significant role: the reflective 
conversation with the situation; the back talk of design practice; and the 
capacity to frame and reframe a situation so that it can be evaluated from 
multiple perspectives.
 Also relevant to this research are the different modes of reflective prac-
tice that Schön identifies. This dissertation most directly references his 
framing of reflection-in-action as the kind of thinking a designer does on 
his or her feet. Although this process happens in the flow of practice, the re-
flection is still complex given that the practitioner is allowing him- or her-
self to experience “surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which 
he finds uncertain or unique” (Schön 1983, p68). An important capacity of 
reflection-in-action is that it liberates the practitioner from working in a 
fixed procedural way, instead allowing him or her to reflect upon and re-
spond to the specific conditions and potential of each situation. Reflection-
on-action is the term Schön uses for the reflection that happens post an 
encounter. This can be characterised as a more consciously explicit act that 
requires practitioners to take the time to explore how and why they acted 
as they did. For designers wanting to identify their strengths and weak-
nesses, this tier of reflection allows them to establish an informed under-
standing of their own ideas, expertise and, ultimately, their practice. 
 In addition to Schön, my research draws on scholarship by John Mason 
in relation to the core idea of researching your own practice. I am spe-
cifically interested in Mason’s confidence that his “discipline of noticing” 
methodology could embrace subjectivity and uncertainty. He counters that 
the approach “provides a self-consistent way of working through which the 
practitioner can take responsibility for remaining in question rather than 
committing themselves to a single interpretation (2002, p202).” Although 
Mason is writing specifically about teachers researching their practice, his 
emphasis on the importance of the researcher having the flexibility to act 
immediately in response to new insights and the weight he places on ac-
counting for how insights might resonate with others make for an approach 
that also suits that of the design practitioner. 
 In relation to design practice, my understanding of Schön’s work is fur-
ther framed by the writings of Bryan Lawson (2004 and 2006) and Nigel 
Cross (2008). Of specific relevance is the way that Cross articulates the no-
tion of “co-evolution” of the problem and solution. Related to Schön’s idea 
that the reflective conversation can lead to a reframing of the situation, the 
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notion of co-evolution highlights the designer’s capacity to make a move 
into a situation as a strategy for understanding what he or she is dealing 
with. Distinct from a field where the first move may be to audit and assess, 
this ability allows a designer to be in a reflective conversation with the 
situation by proposing into an unfamiliar space. Recognising that it can be 
difficult to extricate the problem from the solution, Lawson and Kees Dorst 
(2009) use the term “design situation” as a way to acknowledge the total set 
of complex conditions and elements with which the designer is interacting. 
The capacity to make both a speculative and reflective move simultane-
ously is a central concept for this project.
ꙮ
This project takes a performative, design-oriented approach to researching 
practitioner research. Curious about the ways that designing can stimu-
late learning (Downton 2003, Schön 1992) and contribute to meta-conver-
sations about the domain of design, the visualisation case study provides 
a platform for exploring the provocative and discursive role that design 
might offer as a research method. By undertaking research through and 
into design, this project considers whether the practitioner-researcher’s 
unique perspective might present new ways of investigating and commu-
nicating the tacit and experiential knowing of design praxis. The reflective 
conversation that runs through my research program allows the local re-
search experience of the visualisation case study to iteratively inform the 
more expansive conversation about design and design research. The new 
understandings that emerge from the research case study directly inform 
the conclusions of this research. Both the case study and the overall project 
conclude that if the designer-researcher is drawn into a prolonged engage-
ment with negotiating the subject of his or her enquiry (be it a visual essay, 
visualisation study or the research program itself) time and space is created 
for deeper critical reflection and productive speculation. 

The cognitive psychologist before me was describing 
one of his protocol studies and the woman before that 
was educating the conference audience on how to do a 
literature review for a PhD. I was watching the crowded 
room of largely practitioner-educators, wondering what 
they were making of these design research presentations. 
Usually in the US context I feel like the token 
practitioner-researcher, the one the audience can relate 
to but also the one who confounds their idea of what design 
research is. As a designer I just wanted to stand there and 
model practitioner research. Someone else could take on 
the role of offering a framework for design research. Yet, 
as an educator I felt compelled (or was that obliged?) to at 
the least introduce a critical framework for helping other 
educators to understand that they didn’t need to put on a 
lab coat or read two hundred books before they could call 
themselves a researcher. 
Today I wasn’t just going to present my studio-based 
work. I had some diagrams. The plan had been to simply 
map different kinds of design research in relation to 
Frayling and Fallman’s texts – to help other practitioner-
educators understand what their options were. I was 
hoping the audience could learn from the diagrams as 
much as I learned from designing them. 
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1.2 examining the Role  
of the Practitioner-researcher
Design is a comparably young discipline with respect to the academy and 
engaging with research. Yet with design programs becoming increasingly 
more familiar within research universities, (at least in Australia and the 
United Kingdom if not consistently in the United States), the practice has 
been the subject of scholarship that builds on the longer-standing tradi-
tions of art history, cultural theory, and fields within the social sciences. 
From Heideggerian scholars to cognitive psychologists, this interdisciplin-
ary approach has presented rich historical and socio-cultural analysis of de-
signed artefacts by visual studies researchers in addition to empirical and 
philosophical accounts for the way design operates in the world. As valu-
able as this research will continue to be, it seems relevant as a practitioner-
researcher to consider the potential for research into design that draws on 
the performative methods of creative practice and not just the qualitative 
and quantitative methods of the humanities and social sciences.
Fig. 2 (p25)
1.2.1 
the Debate surrounding Research through Design
For decades, design scholars have argued that design has its own distinctive 
approaches and expertise (Cross 1982, Jones 1992). Since the potential of re-
search through design was first proposed in 1993, scholars have repeatedly 
revisited and refined Christopher Frayling’s initial categories (Findeli 1998, 
Jonas 2007). In parallel, examples of research through design have emerged, 
most prominently in the introduction of design PhD programs at Royal Col-
lege of Art and the Illinois Institute of Technology during the late ’80s, and 
more recently in the trend of peer-reviewed exhibitions appearing at events 
such as the Design Research Society conferences. Yet even though this idea 
of research through, or by, design has become increasingly accepted, it 
would seem that potential research practices remain far from settled and 
are still perceived as contest territory, particularly when considering that 
ideas of how to educate researchers and develop practice-led PhD programs 
are still in development (Morrison and Sevaldson 2010, Scrivener 2004). 
As an example, for some researchers, including Ken Friedman, the idea of 
THE RESEARCH DOMAIN This diagram frames the ‘design-oriented research’ perspective of the project, emphasising 
research that works with design to advance our understanding of practice.  Operating at the 
nexus between practice-led research and practice-based methods: the study underscores 
the primacy of the acts of designing and reflection. In priveleging reflection over observation 
the practice-based methods draw more from the humanities than social science methods.
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research through design is still deeply flawed (2003). Friedman sees design 
research led by reflective practice as a dead end and grounded theory as 
insufficient if we hope to build robust theories of design. His criticism rests 
with the emphasis on practice over theory and the subsequent understand-
ing that the tacit knowing of practice cannot be explicitly articulated. 
 However, the institutional context of this PhD by project allows me to 
assume that the research will not be measured against the rigour of other 
disciplines. In this way the project can embrace Wolfgang Jonas’s (2007) 
position that the field needs to commit to the performative orientation 
of research through design and Findeli’s (1999) argument that the studio 
project is essential if the goal is to build design knowledge. In doing so I 
can make a virtue of the situated knowing and opportunistic methods of 
design practice. However, my guess is that Jonas and Findeli are not pro-
ponents of the practitioner simply investigating the character of his or her 
own mastery. The challenge, articulated for this PhD project, is to explore 
the appropriate kind of critical framework that would allow the reflection 
to transcend the nature of everyday practice. Consistent with the goals of 
this research project the methodological commitment needs to be oriented 
by its intention to make a critical contribution to the understanding of how 
designers think and act. In adopting a ‘design-oriented research’ approach 
I am underscoring the point that the research seeks to do more than ad-
vance and share my own mastery of the field of visual communication. 
 This project recognises that the idea of design-oriented research is not 
in itself novel, as there are whole communities of practitioners working on 
project-based research across and through a variety of sub-fields of design. 
These researchers may be advancing the practice of their field – through 
architecture, communication design or fashion, for example – or alterna-
tively they may be applying design thinking to complex interdisciplinary 
projects. The distinction within this project is that I am seeking to bring a 
practitioner’s first-hand perspective to the theoretical discourse that inves-
tigates design praxis. The design projects within this PhD generally explore 
design knowing, practice and thinking, while the meta-enquiry of the PhD 
more specifically explores the perspective a practitioner offers to the schol-
arship of design research. 
 Findeli asserts the importance of practitioners engaging in this kind of 
enquiry. 
Then it is advisable not to leave the inquiry into the relationship of 
knowledge to action (or theory to practice) in the hands of theoreti-
cal disciplines…any longer. This inquiry, with all its social and ethical 
import, has to be appropriated by the practitioners themselves in a 
gesture of sovereignty and responsibility (1999, p112).
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 A corresponding argument for contributing to the scholarship of design 
research by first undertaking design-led research is also found in the call for 
less-talk-more-action (Seago and Dunne 1999) and the observation that the 
abstract philosophical debates about design research may to some extent 
be resolved by simply doing more practice-led research (Scrivener 2004).
 Susan Roth identifies three tiers of enquiry, arguing that much academic 
and professional practice research concentrates on the “concrete/specific” 
issues of the first level, while acknowledging the productive potential of 
advanced research into the “conceptual” and “theoretical/philosophical” 
enquiry of the next two levels (1999). My design-oriented approach to re-
search seeks to model how practitioner research need not be marginalised 
to contribute only specific or conceptual outcomes to a project-based case 
study. My ambition was to examine the visualisation research case study in a 
way that would explore the potential of design-oriented research to disclose 
both practice-led, yet philosophical, insights about design praxis and think-
ing. Deploying studio-based methods as well as turning to strategies out-
side design, the practitioner-researcher is introduced to a toolkit of research 
methods. This serves to enhance his or her capacity to critically reflect on 
the insights generated by studio practice. The goal is not for the practitioner-
researcher to become a philosopher or a psychologist, but for the designer 
to be sufficiently “self-conscious, rational and reflective” (Scrivener) to the 
extent that his or her insights into praxis can play a formative role in build-
ing theories of design. Consistent with the aims of the research, the project 
aspires to work with the unique nature of design practice by respecting Ter-
ry Rosenberg’s call to harness the poetic potential of design knowing (2007), 
leaving it to other disciplines to construct theories that are supported by 
and in turn inform design educators’ collective understandings of design.
the PaRaDox oF Design ReseaRch
It is worth acknowledging the paradox of so-called ‘design research’. This 
field of activity is oddly named, since it often downplays the value of design 
or the designer. Lawson acknowledges the continued adoption of Cross’s 
phrase “designerly ways of knowing” as general recognition for the unique 
nature of design (2004), yet the majority of the research that seeks to define 
what makes design distinctive has often been undertaken by sociologists, 
philosophers, historians and cognitive psychologists (to name a few fields); 
not many of these researchers see themselves foremost as designers. 
 Conventional approaches to research can seem at odds with how design-
ers might intuitively approach a project. As an example, even the act of be-
ginning by writing the project’s aim and rationale and undertaking a liter-
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ary search can run counter to the designer’s impulse to begin by proposing 
ideas into a situation rather than standing back to assess the situation first. 
Yet, even as some researchers have argued that designers have a disciplinary 
responsibility to account for how they think and act in the world (Burdick 
2009, Cross 2007), support for adopting designerly approaches to research 
does not often translate to the mechanics of peer review. The research work 
presented and published still tends to fall short of embracing the opportu-
nistic, rhizomatic, speculative, discursive and open-ended nature of design 
practice. A case in point: the editorial of Design Research Now acknowledg-
es the dominance of essays on design research over project-based research, 
citing that “current projects often (still) do not satisfy the quality standards 
proposed by the pioneers of design research” (Michel 2007, p17). Similarly, 
the editorial standards and peer review process within established vehicles 
for disseminating design research, such as the journal Design Studies and 
the Research into Practice conference, by their names alone, show how they 
privilege research into design over design-led approaches. 
 This creates a situation in which designers are encouraged to accept 
that the scholar can take responsibility for articulating and framing how 
we talk about design, in turn allowing the designer’s own practice to go 
largely unexamined. For although reflection is an integral part of design-
ing, multiple factors work against the practitioner being predisposed to 
stop and examine how he or she thinks and acts across a body of work. So 
although there is a wealth of literature that proposes ways to account for 
the design process and the distinctive qualities of designing, the texts read 
as largely a conversation between scholars (Jones 1970, Simon 1982, Archer 
1995, Lawson 1997, Dilnot 1999, Cross 2001). It is not surprising that this 
literature has limited impact on studio teaching in the academy. Even with 
increased publications of design research, the offerings are scant in com-
parison to the dissemination of best practices through coffee table design 
books (Poggenpohl 2004, Lawson 2004). Studio educators may work in an 
academic environment yet they continue to think like designers, believing 
that research should generate ideas that are useful to practitioners (Biggs 
2004). However, even with research through design being framed as use-
ful and application-oriented (Michel 2007), many institutional structures 
continue to privilege research that reflects the dominant paradigm of the 
humanities and the sciences (Rosenberg 2007). 
 The paradox of ‘design research’ is that academic expectations of what 
constitutes research have somewhat restricted the designer’s capacity to 
play a significant role in shaping much of what constitutes design research. 
This has led to the perception, at least at many design schools in the United 
States, that the designers’ expertise has been dismissed, their perspective 
undervalued and their engagement in research seen as unimportant. Schön 
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discusses this by drawing attention to the dilemma of the academy’s inter-
est in rigour and the practice world’s emphasis on relevance (1992). Reflect-
ing on the status of the practitioner within the academy, Schön notes the 
sense of “abandonment or alienation” practitioners can feel if expected to 
defer to the “esoteric knowledge” of the academy (1992, p120). At the level 
of design schools, the result is that few practitioner-educators seek to re-
search the more academic, abstract terrain of design praxis; instead more 
design educators are motivated to research the specific concerns provoked 
by their immediate fields of practice. The curricular structure and instruc-
tion style in most Western design schools often models a tacit mentor ap-
proach to studio instruction, a good example being the instructor/student 
interactions described in Schön’s architecture studio case studies (1987). 
Many design educators were educated in this way and continuing this men-
tor approach to teaching allows them to abdicate from interrogating the 
more tacitly understood, yet transferable qualities that make for an expert 
designer. As learning is a process of observing and doing, the explicit con-
versation tends to focus on issues of utility and form-making, masking the 
hidden curricular learning about the design process and practice (Dorst 
and Lawson 2009). This has significant implications for education, espe-
cially as we find ourselves moving into a more trans-disciplinary, collabora-
tive context for design practice where designers need to be more articulate 
about how design thinking is distinct from other disciplines.
 Yet there is an opportunity to (re)define the relevance, validity and acces-
sibility of design research. Motivated to engage the practitioner-educator in 
meta-conversations about design, the approach to research modelled here 
seeks to transform how the practitioner-educator defines his or her expecta-
tions and ambitions for design research. My goal is to develop approaches 
to research into design that can embody a practitioner’s perspective and 
prompt deep examination of his or her base understandings of design prax-
is. Focusing on the studio-based design educator, this research attends to 
this interstitial space between the practice and the scholarship of design. 
1.2.2 
toward a Design-oriented approach 
to Researching Practice
With consideration for the issue that the designer’s practice expertise is not 
valued when it comes to research, it seems relevant to question whether de-
signerly ways of knowing can be useful when undertaking research. Cross, 
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with reference to lectures by Archer, establishes a basic set of characteris-
tics by which to assess the methods and intentions of what he calls good 
research (2007). The research program of this PhD explores the possibility 
that these characteristics – “purposive, inquisitive, informed, methodical 
and communicable” – can accommodate a design-oriented approach (Cross 
2007, p126). In chapter 4.2.2 I make the argument that the attributes of de-
sign might productively, if unconventionally, meet the primary ambitions 
of these research characteristics. With this move it becomes possible to 
reframe how the designer understands the relationship of design research 
to their studio practice. 
 Ezio Manzini positions the practitioner at the centre of design re-
search, not because of the methodological approach, but because “[d]es-
ign research is an activity that aims to produce knowledge useful to those 
who design: design knowledge that designers and non-designers…can use 
in their processes of designing and co-designing” (2009, p5). This research 
project specifically focuses on stakeholders within the academy, privileging 
the designer-educator while also considering the broader community of de-
sign scholars and students. This means that the approach to research needs 
to negotiate respecting the expertise and motivations of the practitioner 
while also seeking to influence the scholarship of design and the aims 
of design education. Cross (2007) recognises that designers tend to value 
projects that are practical and appropriate, and Krippendorf (2007) writes 
about designers being motivated by challenges, opportunities and possibili-
ties. I think both of these observations go some way toward explaining why 
the practitioner tends to resist the abstract, philosophical tone of some re-
search scholarship. Therefore, the challenge for this project is to work with 
the creative studio experience while negotiating the discursive experience 
of communicating the research. This will support the emergence of obser-
vations about design practice that not only have practical application but 
also present new possibilities for how we understand and teach design. 
ꙮ
This project works with the assumption that our predominantly theoreti-
cal understandings of praxis would be richer for being further informed by 
the experiential knowledge of a designer. The project recognises that the 
qualitative contribution the designer could make to this discourse depends 
upon his or her capacity to reflect upon and communicate on a way of 
thinking and making that might only be understood tacitly. To this end, 
this project adopts a multi-method research approach that seeks to enable 
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the researcher and the research audience to discuss a practitioner’s often-
tacit understandings of design practice. 
 Design is often characterised as a discipline well equipped to tackle ill-
defined, “wicked” problems (Rittel and Weber 1973). Given the uncertainty, 
complexity and elusive nature of design knowing and practice, it seems 
pertinent to further consider what a practitioner’s perspective could bring 
to research into design practice. The second half of the dissertation fur-
thers the discussion about the possibilities of design-oriented research by 
arguing that a designer-researcher can tap into the distinctive attributes 
many scholars identify with the agency of design. 
It was an interesting exercise, trawling through six 
years of practice. The instruction was to collect and code 
not just the research I identified with my PhD, but also the 
design projects I had done at my consultancy, the diagram 
classes I had taught, the research workshops I had run, 
the work at Parsons. I somewhat begrudgingly laid it out – 
but didn’t believe for a second that it was all relevant to 
the ‘research practice’ I was framing. The first iteration 
of how I organised the projects had the ‘extraneous’ work 
physically marginalised. A later pass had the visual 
essays on a timeline with the interstitial projects in 
between. With each iteration I was pushed to examine my 
practice from another frame. This exercise, which seemed 
like something between a studio pin-up and a visual audit 
of my work, was making me see everything very differently. 
And I don’t just mean what was revealed about my research. 
What struck me was the actual exercise. I had spent 
thousands of hours designing, weeks of my time blogging, 
written tens of thousands of words…and yet, this exercise 
in a few days had turned upside down the whole way 
I understood my project. I didn’t know whether to be 
embarrassed or elated that it took this exercise for me to 
pull far enough back from my project to really see what was 
there.
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1.3 Questions, context and Relevance
PReamble to the thesis
From early on, this project has been concerned with the purchase of com-
munication design for visualising elusive concepts, and the potential of 
research through design as a method for understanding how we design. 
Throughout I have sought to negotiate these two levels. The case study ex-
plores how a graphic design language might productively manipulate the 
ambiguity of visual communication. This leads to the conceptual under-
standing of a how designer might intentionally protract the speculative/
reflective negotiation of creative practice. The notion that creative tension 
can be productively intensified goes on to inform the meta-level research 
question of whether it is possible to develop strategies for engaging practi-
tioner-researchers in deep reflection of their practice. 
 In this thesis I argue that the process of manipulating the centripetal/
centrifugal tensions of practice can intensify the designer’s reflective back 
talk with the situation, the design, and the audience. The design-oriented 
research approach demonstrates the value of a designer operating in a 
heightened reflective state: attending to and noticing how he or she makes 
decisions and evaluates potential. With respect to researching the elusive 
nature of design praxis, this thesis considers the critical value of working 
towards, rather than fixing, an understanding. With an emphasis on becom-
ing, the project recognises the value of operating in a suspended state of 
figuring out, rather than determining a fixed position. An open-ended, 
discursive approach allows the practitioner-researcher to have his or her 
background understandings challenged, in turn exposing perceived limi-
tations of practice and revealing new possibilities to him- or herself and 
others. The benefit for practitioners is a more explicit understanding of the 
perspectives they bring to their work as designers and educators. With this 
insight they will be better positioned to contribute to a collective under-
standing of the praxis of design.
the ReseaRch Questions
As mentioned earlier this enquiry circles around the broad question: how 
might a speculative, reflective practice approach to design-led research con-
tribute to the scholarship that seeks to understand design praxis? Given the 
practice-led orientation, design academy context and my communication 
design background, this project addresses this space by investigating the 
following three inter-related questions. 
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 First, how might design as a research method interrogate the often only 
tacitly understood praxis of design? Second, which additional methods and 
strategies might enable a practitioner to more deeply reflect on and share 
his or her understandings of design? Third, how might research into the 
practice of design better reflect a practitioner’s perspective, expertise and 
motivations? The various components of this project address these ques-
tions by attending to the domain being investigated (reflective practice and 
design), the methodological orientation (design-oriented research) and the 
community of practice (design education).
 The case study plays a critical role in providing an experiential insight 
into the opportunities and challenges presented by design-oriented re-
search approach. The case study, framed by the context of communication 
design, was shaped by two more specific questions. First, what might be the 
purchase of a detailed visualisation for figuring complex ideas and promot-
ing discussion around not-yet-fixed concepts? Second, how might the ele-
ments of a graphic language intentionally promote multiple readings and 
critical discussion?
 I understand this investigation as designerly in that it is inquisitive, seek-
ing to explore what might be disclosed, rather than seeking to uncover the 
truth or the solution behind a ‘problem’. In this way the project proposes a 
model for design-oriented research, while recognising the diversity of rel-
evant approaches that would be full of potential for this space.
1.3.1 
context and Relevance
Given my personal background, the studio projects of this research work 
with the graphic designer’s expertise in manipulating text and image to 
communicate, and the visual artist’s expertise in creating pluralistic work 
that allows the audience to construct their own meaning. In many ways, 
as a strategy for engaging audiences, the visualisations within the case 
study appear more aligned to an art practice than to visual communica-
tion. Framed by the discourse surrounding design, the research aligns with 
many of the objectives associated with the practice of critical design: a 
field interested in the potential of design artefacts that do more than em-
body “alternative social, cultural, technical or economic values” (Dunne 
and Raby 2001, p58). What particularly resonates about critical design and 
the objectives of this project is the ambition for the artefacts of practice 
to facilitate ongoing critical reflection for the designer and the audience 
(Bowen 2007).
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 This orientation resonates with the notion that design’s “thinking-dif-
ferently-about-the-present” affords “a space of thinking about the possible” 
that is distinct from the sciences and humanities (Dilnot 1999). With refer-
ence to how this framing of the possible relates to the role of making in 
practice-led research, Scrivener points out how “having made such a world, 
one can imagine why it was made, how it was made and what it does or 
does not mean” (2004, n.pag). Cognitive psychology and visual studies pres-
ent many theories of how audiences engage and interpret visual material, 
but this project is more interested in the agency behind the future-orient-
ed process of designing (Newton 2004). Specifically, the project is drawn 
to enhance the capacity of designing as a research methodology suited to 
framing loose and unstructured problems. 
the situateD context of the ReseaRch
The academic culture in which this research has been undertaken has shift-
ed over the duration of the degree. Similarly to the productive conversa-
tion framed by the two practice spaces, it has been illuminating to work on 
the research project in two countries that have their own distinct cultural 
positions on design research. 
 The early research projects were conceived when I worked at an Aus-
tralian institution responsive to a federal research agenda that emphasised 
the reporting and quantifying of research output. The research program 
and topic of the PhD are influenced by decades of conferences, symposia 
and papers that discuss the challenges, opportunities and frameworks for 
practitioners attempting to work with a national research agenda that im-
plicitly privileges propositional knowledge. Most influential are the educa-
tors who have modelled through curriculum design and argued through 
papers that the creative practitioner should not contort his or her practice 
to work within the orthodox paradigms of other disciplines (van Schaik 
2003, Crossick 2006, Rosenberg 2006, Haseman 2007). The ambition of the 
initial visual essay projects to explore alternative models for disseminating 
peer-reviewed practitioner research is both an accommodation of the fed-
eral agenda and a way of responding to the call for designers, by van Schaik 
et al, to claim the opportunities that practice as research presents.
 The latter years of the program, including all the visualisation studies, 
have been undertaken within the academic research culture of the United 
States of America. Within this context there is a long history of independent 
art and design colleges that operate outside the broader university system, 
with no external pressure or federally funded incentive to work within a 
research context. This has allowed, to a large extent, art and design educa-
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tion to continue a longstanding tradition of a predominantly professional 
practice education. The lack of a public discourse around design research 
further highlights the absence of external drivers to motivate a community 
to examine what research means within the design academy. My experi-
ence would suggest that culturally and institutionally, the marginalisation 
of practice-oriented research is more pronounced in the United States than 
in Australia or the United Kingdom. 
 Yet, productively, this nascent research culture also promotes the oppor-
tunity to rethink and reposition the value of research beyond federal com-
pliance. My project responds to this context, shifting away from the formal 
dissemination of research to prioritise strategies that engage practitioner-
educators to participate in a critical, reflective conversation about design 
practice through a deep interrogation of his or her own practice.
ReseaRch Relevance
The model being proposed in this dissertation is conceived to engage practi-
tioner-researchers in research that illuminates our perceptions of the agen-
cy of design. My ambition ultimately is for the collective research approach 
to contribute to academic discourse and ultimately result in new ways to 
educate novice designers about the ways designers think through making. 
 I have professionally experienced the importance of being able to ar-
ticulate to others insights that only emerged as a consequence of this en-
quiry: insights that have radically changed my practice and the business 
model I follow (for example, in the chapter 2.1 visual essay ‘Designing a 
Space for Speculation’). But this research also considers more broadly how 
practitioners interested in a critical framing of practice might use new-
found perspectives on design to simply advance their own practice. Many 
practitioner-educators have the opportunity to operate outside the narrow 
conventions of industry, but may not know how to position the contribu-
tion they bring as designers. In this dissertation I argue that by enhancing 
an understanding of his or her own expertise, the researcher also improves 
(for example) his or her capacity to articulate the value of design to a part-
ner in an interdisciplinary collaboration, or to communicate what design 
thinking brings to complex socio-cultural situations. 
I could tell straight away that it had happened again. 
From the looks on their faces, I knew I had confused my 
critics as to what the primary object of study was. In the 
beginning jurors were unsure whether they should be 
critiquing the potential of visual essays to disseminate 
research or the specific knowing the essays were 
disseminating. And even now, years into the PhD, I can see 
that it is still unclear whether the research is driven 
by what the visualisations tell us about design praxis 
or what the research method reveals about the potential 
of design-oriented research. I keep complicating things 
by wanting to both create research and think about how 
to create research. I try to make the topic about the 
visualisations as I want the project to be practice-led. 
Yet I can’t help but pull back to figure out what the case 
study tells us about design research. 
The first juror is drawn to the meta-conversation about 
design research and design practice. The second juror 
is advocating for the communication design orientation 
focus on visualisation. The third juror counters that 
there is no choice as the PhD is dependent on both levels 
of enquiry. He argues that in reflecting upon how the 
different levels stand apart and come together I can 
propose how the sum of the research is greater than the 
parts.
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1.4 a critical Framework 
for Researching Practice
an intRoDuction to the ReseaRch PRogRam
Within the context of academic research, Cross (2007) makes the case for 
why we need more designer-researchers: people who can bring their expe-
rience to bear on research into practice. Within professional practice there 
is a parallel call for workplace practitioner-researchers who use practice-
based strategies including action research, reflective practice and case stud-
ies as a model for continued learning and advancing a designer’s practice 
(Jarvis 1999). The speculative and applied studio projects of this case study 
works with the expertise of the practitioner in both an academic research 
and applied professional context. The interlacing of designerly and reflec-
tive methods further reinforces this project’s interest in generating differ-
ent ways of seeing.
1.4.1 
the Documentation
Fig. 3
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There are two components to the documentation of this research program. 
The primary volume is the dissertation: the document you are currently 
reading. This text builds out the research subject by contextualising, reflect-
ing upon and discussing the case study within the project. Chapter two be-
gins with a comprehensive documentation of the practice-led projects and 
practice-based strategies that comprise the visualisation case study. Subse-
quent sections offer a close reading of how the design-oriented research 
case study was undertaken, paying close attention to how ideas moved 
through the research from initial hunch to developed research outcome. 
Chapter three reflects upon the research practice that emerges from the 
case study, discussing and identifying the research activities in relation to 
a practitioner’s expertise. In this way a practitioner approach to research-
ing practice begins to emerge. Chapter four pulls out from the case study 
to frame the potential of design-oriented research by accounting for: the 
methods undertaken; the attributes the designer brings to the act of re-
searching; and the role of reflection. In conclusion, I make a case for the 
critical and discursive potential of design-oriented research. 
 The companion piece to the dissertation is a website that documents 
the visualisation case study. This allows the reader to view the case study as 
a discrete body of work. For even though the case study ensures that the re-
search experience is grounded in practice, it is critical to recognise that the 
PhD project is ultimately not focused on the case study’s detailed account 
of what I will call the productive ambiguity of the proposition diagram. 
The ‘project’ component of this PhD is not limited to the design projects, 
but also includes the artefacts of the overall research experience: the de-
sign work, the writings and the research framing exercises. Therefore, the 
website archives a sample of the visualisations, academic papers, research 
presentations and weblog posts. The primary project components are doc-
umented in the dissertation, so the full range of activities on the website 
do not need to be engaged with comprehensively. Yet, their inclusion as 
the artefacts of this research allows the reader to more closely examine the 
multiple methods that shape the design-oriented research program.
 Consistent with Findeli’s characterisation of project-grounded research, 
the ‘project’ of this research is critical to the situated investigation – yet it 
does not represent the central purpose to generate new design knowing 
(1999). By documenting the project work on the website I am making ex-
plicit that in the end the projects play a support role to the knowing that 
emerged from the practice experience being discussed and reflected upon 
in the dissertation. 
 The dissertation has been designed so that the reader can filter the nar-
rative to focus on the three main elements of the dissertation: the diagrams, 
the reflective accounts and the dissertation discussion. The diagrams affirm 
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that the process of designing maintains its conversation with the research 
discussion right up until the end of the PhD. The reflective accounts that in-
troduce most sections adopt the style of writing developed in the research 
blog to reiterate the ongoing reflective conversation that has driven the 
research project. The dissertation represents the final step in this process, 
where the research experience is analysed and communicated. 
 Together, the dissertation, the website and the PhD exhibition comprise 
my final submission for this PhD by project. 
1.4.2  
the Research Program
Fig. 4 (p43)
The primary empirical component of this research project is the case study. 
This ‘case study’ shares limited characteristics with the notion of the case 
study as a research methodology. Consistent with the conventional under-
standing of case study, the project presented is situated in a professional 
practice context where the researcher negotiates the tension of a project 
that converges and diverges as evidence unfolds. Similarly this context calls 
for repeated revision of the research question and the use of multiple meth-
ods that require the researcher to view the situation from diverse perspec-
tives. However, in this case the data was not generated from the interview 
and archival evidence typically used to build theory in case studies – as the 
sole investigator was an insider researching her own practice (Eisenhardt, 
1989). Still, the reflections on and interpretations of the projects compris-
ing the case study are the primary focus of the PhD discussion. Within this 
there are two main bodies of project work; and a distinction is drawn be-
tween the speculative, design-led projects and the more reflection-oriented 
research activities.
the Design-leD ReseaRch methoDs
Out of two distinct practice spaces of the case study, two different bodies 
of work have emerged: the visual essays and the visualisation studies. The 
visual essays are produced within a practice space that is always understood 
as research space. By contrast, the visualisation studies are not primarily 
framed as research, as they emerged from my professional work and repre-
sent an informed applied practice space. Together, these two contexts for 
THIS RESEARCH 
PROGRAM
The PhD research program operates across two inter-connected levels. The meta-level of 
inquiry is an investigation into the potential of design-oriented research. This is framed by 
reflection upon the second level: a visualisation research case study. The case study 
undertakes a design-oriented approach to researching design praxis. From this the PhD 
considers how the methodological approach can further support a designer’s capacity for 
research. 
Design-oriented Research
1
DESIGN-ORIENTED
RESEARCH PROJECT
A research project that explores
 productive and relevant methodologies
 for practitioner-led research that
 contributes to our understandings
 of the domain of design
2
VISUALISATION 
CASE STUDY
A communication design 
research project that considers 
the agency of productive 
ambiguity for interrogating
how designer’s think and act
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creating visualisations represent the studio-based, communication design 
work that comprises the design project component of this PhD. 
 The case study could either be framed as a research project located 
within professional practice or as professional practice critically framed by 
a research program. Both are accurate accounts. In the beginning I was 
undertaking a project-based doctorate where the research projects were 
conceived, designed and disseminated predominantly to an international 
community of critical practitioner-educators. Over the duration of the proj-
ect however, my everyday professional practice began to assimilate what I 
was learning from the research projects, and subsequently the applied in-
stitutional practice began to drive the research projects. When I refer to the 
design projects, I mean the visual essays designed for the PhD and selected 
visualisations from my professional practice as an academic administrator. 
There are additional areas of practice tangentially that have informed my 
work – such as my teaching and design consultancy work – but these are 
not submitted or theorised in relation to this project. 
 In presenting the research-oriented and professionally oriented projects 
together, I draw attention to the importance of the reflective-conversation-
with-the-situation that enables me to observe and recognise that these 
seemingly discrete practice spaces in fact represent one integrated practice 
(Schön 1992). The visualisation studies of my professional practice provide 
a more industrial context (albeit still within the academy) by which to ap-
ply and illuminate the purchase of the parallel research-led visual essays. 
This practitioner-researcher approach enables a sustained critical praxis 
(Jarvis 1997), making it possible to iteratively evaluate the relevance of the 
research for my peer community. The following table introduces the two 
distinct, but related communication design practice spaces:
Fig. 5 (p45)
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ReFlection-baseD ReseaRch inteRventions
Circling the design projects are the writing and framing activities undertak-
en as a form of reflection-on-action (Schön 1987). Haseman refers to these 
qualitative methods that inform research on practice (Frayling’s research 
into practice) as practice-based strategies (as opposed to the practice-led 
strategies of performative research). He identifies the reflective practitio-
ner and action research as examples of research enterprises that are con-
cerned with the improvement of practice, if not led by practice (2003, p3). 
Haseman may classify some of the methods within this project as practice-
based, given that they provide the primary place for research on practice 
– the place where I evaluate the project work. However, the tactics are still 
undertaken by the practitioner-researcher and have been appropriated to 
align with the epistemology of practice. I refer to these research activities 
as interventions to acknowledge that as research tactics they are in conver-
DESIGN-LED 
RESEARCH PROJECTS
VISUAL ESSAYS
Designing a Space for Speculation 
Designing Design Schools
Negotiating lights on / lights off
A short sequence of images that attempt 
to visually present a thought process or 
series of questions from the author’s point 
of view. Essay refers to the original French 
definition, ‘to try,’ acknowledging the 
emphasis on moving towards an under-
standing rather than defining.
General Domain 
Visualising Designing: designed essays 
that consider design praxis, the process 
of designing, and design thinking.
Subject 
Exploration of the often tacit, sometimes 
ineffable, unique and contingent dynamics 
at play when designing
Objective
To create critical designs that, for designer 
and reader, present new ways of seeing 
‘designing’. A space for questioning that 
facilitates reflection and future speculation 
on the negotiated and transactional act of 
designing.
Format & Dissemination Context 
Refined, extended (8-12 pps) essays, pub-
lished online or in print. Distributed to, 
and shared with international academic 
research and professional practice 
communities.
VISUALISATION STUDIES
Curricular Studies
Cultural Studies
Organisational Studies
 
In-house visualisations commissioned to 
envision institutional change. Distinct from 
annual report-style information design, the 
discursive diagrams are organised into 
iterative sequences that sought to critique 
and imagine the potential of ideas and 
situations under negotiation. 
General Domain 
Visualising Institutional Change: graphic 
studies that propose curricular, organisa-
tional and cultural changes.
Subject 
Exploration of the not-yet-known potential 
of structural and pedagogical possibilities 
at a design school.
Objective
To use business graphics as a reflective 
and speculative rapid prototyping tool in an 
adaptive environment. A space where the 
potential behind proposed institutional 
moves can be critically and creatively 
explored and evaluated. 
Format & Dissemination Context  
Work-in-progress diagrams, viewed on 
screen or projected digitally. Critiqued 
by immediate Deans’ Office collaborators 
and shared with internal institutional 
communities.
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sation with the design practice while intentionally not being part of the de-
sign practice. This allows these disruptions to the central research method 
of designing to play a complementary and critical role in understanding 
what emerges from the studio-based practice spaces. 
 There are many possible permutations from which a design-oriented 
approach to researching practice could be modelled. Distinct from the ap-
proach this research proposes, it would be possible to model a research 
program that draws on complementing the design research enquiry with 
social science-oriented research interventions (Fig. 2). Participatory design, 
cultural probes and strategies such as visual ethnography could well be 
adapted to align with a designer’s expertise, specifically if his or her prac-
tice has placed a greater emphasis on understanding or observing the needs 
and experiences of the user (for example, an industrial designer). However, 
the orientation of this research focuses on the humanities end of practice-
based methodologies, specifically adopting a reflective-practice approach 
to researching design. 
 The activities loosely fall into two categories: writing and framing. The 
writing activities include the blog, academic papers and the dissertation, 
and the research framing activities include noticing-driven visual exercis-
es such as the diagnostic diagrams, visual audit wall and the designed re-
search presentations. Methodologically, both categories present a space for 
the designer-researcher to reflect upon the insights generated by the proj-
ects and consider ways of articulating and negotiating the research to peer 
communities. These tactical exercises reflect upon not just the knowing 
generated by designing the visualisations, but also the insights that could 
be gained from examining the overall design-oriented research of the case 
study. Whereas one conference presentation may focus on what the visu-
alisation case study reveals about productive ambiguity, another exercise, 
such as the notice-driven pin-up, works with a visual audit of my whole 
practice as a way to evaluate the meta-narrative of the research project. 
Narrative enquiry is one of the key research methods used throughout this 
PhD, as it presents a strategy that supports the knitting together of these 
different experiences. More than just a description of events, narrative en-
quiry helps to facilitate the sense-making enquiry required to negotiate 
the diverse personal and social experiences of this kind of study (Clandinin 
and Connelly 2000). Together these research exercises call on me to step 
away from the process of designing to explicitly notice the back talk gener-
ated by the designed artefacts, the research situation and the conversation 
with the audience. In this way the supplementary reflective activities play 
a critical role in validating the contribution of the research.
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Fig. 6
REFLECTION-BASED
INTERVENTIONS
WRITING APPROACHES
Research Blog
Academic Papers
Dissertation Writing
Qualitative text-based strategies for 
reflecting upon, framing and questioning 
the insights of the research. In interrogat-
ing what the practice-led projects reveal 
the writing calls for close readings of 
the artifacts and a disciplined approach 
to noticing the design practice adopted. 
General Domain 
Reflective Practice: methods that facilitate 
deep reflection on the insights the research 
presents.
Subject 
A written interrogation of the situated 
practice-led design projects and evaluation 
of contemporary design research discourse.
Objective
Parallel to the process of designing, the 
blog speculatively reflects upon half-
formed ideas, then the academic papers 
critically account for key insights through-
out the process, while the dissertation text 
constructs the thesis argument.
Format & Dissemination Context 
Public research weblog read predominantly 
by colleagues and supervisors close to my 
research. Academic papers peer-reviewed, 
published and presented at international 
conferences.
FRAMING APPROACHES
Diagnostic Diagrams
Grounded Theory Pin-up
Research Presentations
 
Practice-based strategies in conversation 
with, but distinct from, the studio-based 
design projects. Inflected by a designer’s 
visual expertise and solution-oriented 
disposition, the multi-modal methods 
engage with the bigger picture ideas behind 
the research program.
General Domain 
Discursive Practice: methods that inform 
how the research is framed, externalized 
and validated.
Subject 
Visual and verbal negotiation of how the 
research scope, relevance and contribution 
is evaluated, articulated and critiqued.
Objective
The diagnostic diagrams are deployed 
before designing to frame the next research 
phase, the grounded theory exercise lays 
out all the projects for assessment, and the 
presentations facilitate critique of the 
insights throughout the research. 
Format & Dissemination Context  
Evaluative sketches of research ambitions 
and project pin-ups discussed with super-
visors. PhD and conference presentations 
shared with academic and professional 
communities.
I was sitting with some colleagues from various 
institutions sharing our implicit ideas on the attributes 
practitioners bring to designing. As practitioners 
we had predictably not dedicated any time to reading 
the scholarship on design thinking, but as reflective, 
critical and articulate designers we were up for sharing 
our experiential understanding and debating how this 
could be framed for others. After hours of discussion, 
interrupted by sketches on the whiteboard, I went away to 
try and diagram a collective position on design thinking. 
The resulting diagram was completely dismissed by one 
colleague, as it appeared to cross a line from ambiguous 
to cryptic. As he tried to interpret the diagram in 
relationship to our productive discussion you could sense 
his frustration at the flakiness of the artefact. Still. I 
was stubbornly determined to use a diagram to summarise 
our conversation so I went back to the metaphoric drawing 
board. But in my attempt to generate anything that others 
could meaningfully take from my sketch I found myself 
having to add more and more words. Eventually I gave in 
and began writing a table with terms and definitions. 
This was the first time I let myself concede that sometimes 
the precision of language might offer more to my own 
understanding as well as to the framing of the next 
conversation.
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1.5 a Design-oriented approach 
to Researching
The design of this research program was in part conceived in reaction to 
the predominantly externalised methods by which researchers have inves-
tigated the design process and design thinking. Cross (2007) writes that 
methods for researching design thinking can include interviews, protocol 
studies, simulation trials, observations and case studies, plus reflection and 
theorising. Yet, none of the methods he outlines privileges the practice of 
designing as a research method. There is an argument made that research-
ers may not recognise or hear the questions put forward by other research-
ers operating within different frames (Coyne 2005). This seems a poignant 
point if we consider the role of relevance or resonance within research. 
Cross and Schön may have independently concluded that design problems 
and solutions emerge simultaneously (Young and Spencer) yet they come 
to this conclusion by way of very different methodological approaches and 
account for it with different metaphors. It seems important when address-
ing the limited participation of the designer as researcher to ensure that 
researchers working within a design frame also play a leading role in some 
research studies. This project considers how the new perspectives that can 
emerge from practice might offer ways to triangulate and translate situ-
ation-specific insights into higher order understandings on design praxis 
that may contribute to the theoretical perspectives articulated by other 
scholars in this domain.
 This section moves beyond situating the terms and theoretical frame-
works to account for the specific research tactics this project adopts. The 
research approach outlined here and in chapter 3.2 illuminates not just 
how the insights from this research emerge but also how they are close-
ly studied, critiqued by others and reworked yet again. Although various 
methods are deployed at specific phases, the research design is predomi-
nantly design-oriented reflection-on-action. This ranges from design-led re-
flection-in-action to interventions that allow me to stop and reflect on the 
overall project as well as how I am actually researching. Multiple modes of 
reflection allow me, the researcher, to continually negotiate the back talk, 
insights and propositions generated from the inter-related activities of de-
signing, writing and framing the research. 
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1.5.1  
Reflective Practice
The overarching strategy running through the above three methods is a 
reflective practice approach that operates on multiple levels. Reflecting is 
first enacted implicitly throughout the process of designing, what Schön 
would call reflection-in-action and what I have named ‘project-driven re-
flection’. The second level of reflection is retrospective and focuses on the 
design experience within the case study. Predominantly undertaken by writ-
ten methods, these reflective activities carve out an explicit space akin to 
Schön’s reflection-on-action and what I have named ‘reflection-on-practice’. 
The third layer of reflection is largely led by the research framing exercises, 
and is made manifest by iterative, retrospective reflection of components 
of the research. This is a version of Schön’s reflective-conversation-with-
the-situation (1992) and what I have called ‘research-framed reflection’. 
 The first level of reflection is arguably part of a critical practitioner’s 
everyday design practice. The second level of reflection-on-action is essen-
tial to research’s commitment to externalise practice and has a role in all 
practice-led research. All levels of reflection play a necessary role in the 
development of a design-oriented research program. Yet I would argue that 
the third levels are more distinctive and critical for research that seeks to 
make a contribution beyond the immediate field of the researcher’s prac-
tice. For by engaging in a reflective conversation with the whole research 
situation (not just the specific design projects), the researcher iteratively 
negotiates the understandings that emerge from the practice, and adjusts 
the research program and the next method/project to further explore the 
relevance of the findings for contributing to an understanding of design. Es-
sentially, this level of framing and reflecting serves to highlight that design-
oriented research calls for more than just the sharing of practice insights. 
The emphasis on making a contribution to design discourse requires the 
discursive act of negotiating and debating the outcomes until the insights 
transcend the immediate practice experience of the designer.
 In addition, I have sought not just to undertake a design-oriented re-
search case study, but also to transcend that research experience by putting 
forward research strategies from which other practitioner-educators may 
learn. This has led to a fourth level of reflection which involves examining 
how he or she is reflecting on the research itself – in this case, the disci-
plined reflection required to frame the evaluation of the case study and 
define the PhD topic. Schön may see this level of reflection on methods 
adopted and the way insights have evolved as akin to Dewey’s notion of 
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inquiry-into-inquiry (1992), and for the purposes of this research I have 
called it ‘reflection-on-research’. This is not an essential part of design-ori-
ented research, but a necessary level of engagement for a PhD that seeks to 
research design research. Yet, reflecting on how I am designing, reflecting 
and researching has allowed the research project to reveal the potential 
and limitations of the designer-researcher for investigating design praxis. 
The diagram in chapter 4.3 maps these four levels of reflection in relation 
to this project.
 This multi-tiered approach to reflection prompts the narrative of the ex-
egesis to candidly account for what I have noticed: recalling my false starts, 
wrong hunches and missteps. These design-led twists define the performative 
nature of research practice: exposing dead ends that become opportunities 
and reflections that contest assumptions. In acknowledging how the various 
modes of reflection serve to unsettle or shift my own perspectives on design, 
it becomes more evident that a critically reflective engagement with design 
can promote new understandings of practice, at least for the practitioner.
1.5.2  
adapting Research strategies and methods
Given the design-led, yet knowledge-productive aims of the research, it is im-
portant that the research methods and strategies align with a practitioner’s 
way of thinking while ensuring a level of critical reflection, contemplation 
and communication that exceed the expectations of everyday practice. 
 It is no coincidence that Mason’s notion of ‘noticing’ as a methodologi-
cal approach to research shares characteristics with Findeli’s grounded the-
ory/action research approach. Both approaches underscore the relevance 
of emergent and cyclical research when it comes to researching your own 
practice (Mason) and project-grounded research (Findeli). Both approach-
es are sympathetic to the design process, accommodating the need for the 
designer to be in a “constant process of revisiting the problem, re analyzing 
it and synthesizing revised solutions” (Swan 2009). In many ways my ap-
proach to the research operates as a designerly take on action research, an 
instinctive approach for designers that Alan Fletcher describes as a process 
of “search, discovery, recognition and evaluation” (cited in Swan). Co-opted 
by a designer, the conventional cycle of plan > act > observe > reflect can 
be reframed as phases: propose > make > discuss > reflect. Beginning with 
an idea, a hunch, the first act is to make a design move by putting forward 
a proposition. After putting the designed artefact out into the world, I fol-
low up by critically considering the implications of the process itself and 
53
GROCOTT1.5.2 aDaPTinG ReSeaRCh STRaTeGieS anD meThODS
the material artefact. It takes some time to arrive back at the beginning 
of the cycle, but it is clear that the next project’s beginnings are informed 
by a new set of questions, revised hunches and another plan of action. Yet 
the process described here is not as collaborative or participatory as action 
research plans set out to be. 
 Mason presents ‘noticing as research’ as similar to yet distinguishable 
from action research. Mason argues that:
noticing as research emphasizes the same person doing the planning-
preparation, the experimenting, the observing of effects, the evaluation 
of results, and the reflecting with the support of colleagues, all through 
monitoring their own participation, through developing their inner 
witness (p200).
Similarly he recognises the similarities with grounded theory, while defin-
ing where the methods differ. Mason outlines how grounded theory and 
noticing as research use observation to reveal or challenge theoretical posi-
tions, acknowledging their shared interest in seeking out “features which 
contradict or complexify” what has been observed so far (p201). The dis-
tinction he sees between grounded theory and noticing as research rests 
with the weight grounded theory places on observations as data. Noticing, 
in comparison, places less emphasis on analysing to espouse a theory, cast-
ing the analysis of accounts as being motivated to provide access to insights 
and experiences for both the researcher and his or her community of peers 
to contemplate (p202).
 My dominant strategies, introduced in this section as designing, writing 
and framing (and further detailed in chapter 3.2), have been used consis-
tently throughout the research project. At intense periods this has translat-
ed to working across all modes in one week, yet at other periods a month 
has passed between blog entries or presentations at work. These general 
practices have also been disrupted by specific interventions, the most regu-
lar being short bursts where I have undertaken a visual audit of precedents, 
or focused literature searches around specific keywords.
 
Designing, wRiting anD FRaming
The core tool in the designer’s capacity to structure problems by way of 
proposing solutions is the design drawing (Cross 2007). Through the act 
of “pro-posing into the virtual spaces of designing” (Tonkinwise 2007), the 
designer’s sketch attends to and seeks to better understand a unique and 
complex situation. To further reiterate this point, Lawson cites the architect, 
Richard MacCormac, when he describes drawing “as a process of criticism 
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and discovery”, where the problem being addressed “only becomes apparent 
as you’re trying to solve it” (1994). The material act of sketching drives the 
critical act of reflection and in turn illuminates the potential and limitations 
of a situation. It is through this process of drawing to externalise the design-
er’s ideas that the back talk of designing is most commonly triggered. 
 This characterisation of designing illuminates why mapping and dia-
gramming are strategies particularly relevant for exploratory phases of re-
search. For this project I work with the features of mapping – to collect, 
record, explore, trial or question – as a strategy for locating the research 
and myself (Vaughan 2004). For example, the visual essays aim to investi-
gate, through designing, ideas about the design process or design thinking 
of which I did not already have a clear understanding. The act of designing 
into the virtual space of the visual essay affords both a speculative and a 
reflective process by which to examine my tacit understandings of practice. 
Interpreting the co-evolution of problem and solution as a speculation-led 
approach to reflection informs the hunch that a design-led approach might 
be more adept at investigating the wicked and elusive problem of research-
ing design praxis than a problem-oriented approach to researching.
 If designing is the primary method for researching, the critical frame-
work of the research project needs to amplify the back talk the designing 
generates. This involves not just the externalising of ideas through draw-
ing, but also identifying strategies for reflecting on my design actions. For 
the majority of the PhD my research blog has provided the primary mode 
for writing. I blog to better understand what I am reading or to think ‘out 
loud’ about the ideas I am trying to design. But much more than this the 
blog provides a shared receptacle for attending to the increasing back talk 
within and between the research and professional practice spaces. Taking 
it one step further, the blog comes to facilitate the active reflection on the 
scope and framing of the research project. 
 I have found that sharing initial, unformed ideas in a tentative post is a 
powerful tool for reflection. Writing and reading are both evaluative acts 
that allow me to critically frame my next move and, as importantly, they 
offer a process by which I can cross-check the relevance of my newfound 
understandings with others. 
 In Design Expertise the authors identify five key design activities: move, 
represent, evaluate, manage and formulate (Dorst and Lawson 2009). With-
in the ‘formulate’ activity they underscore the high-level act of framing 
among design experts, recognising the relationship between quality design 
outcomes and the capacity of the designer to frame the project. 
 Both the acts of designing and writing have each informed how the proj-
ects within the research have evolved. However, my most explicit moves to 
frame the research project seem to have come from hybrid activities that 
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draw on written or verbal content as well as designing. If the work-in-prog-
ress critiques and blog writing are the everyday spaces by which the project 
tentatively introduces ideas to others, the act of framing the research proj-
ect (including supervision, regular research presentations and peer conver-
sations) establishes the whole research program’s overlying critical frame-
work (van Schaik 2003). The preparation and performance of each PhD 
presentation have led to the most significant leaps in framing and moving 
the topic forward. The public process of presenting the work has produc-
tively illuminated the value of rigorous attention to detail in structuring a 
verbal and visual presentation. I have come to understand the social prac-
tices of critique and formal presentations as both a generative space for 
sharing not-yet-known ideas and a critical space for proposing refined ideas. 
With each new frame, a new way of seeing the visual essay, visualisation 
study and/or the research project has emerged. I return to the rich observa-
tions offered by multiple frames in chapter 3 of this dissertation.
1.5.3 
the integrity of Design-led Research
For the design activity of this research to transcend everyday practice re-
quires the development of a critical framework for self-interrogation. Ma-
son describes the activity of researching a designer’s own practice as the 
“discipline of noticing”, underscoring the capacity to account for a design-
er’s practice in ways that resonate for others. Establishing relevance is key 
to Mason’s argument, as he asserts the critical role of sharing with a com-
munity of practice as being about checking whether “what we think we 
see is visible to others” (2002, p191). Mason claims that methods employed 
under the discipline of noticing framework acknowledge the subjectivity 
of the approach.
Instead of trying to circumvent the inherent subjectivity of experience, 
objectivity is achieved by working through the subjective (personal 
observation) to achieve objectivity in resonance and confirmation with 
others. The objectivity gained is not external and analytic, but rather 
internal and synthetic (p192).
This emphasis on resonance calls for the research insights to be not purely 
idiosyncratic but “a live option within the design context” (McLaughlin 
2006, n.pag). 
 Sally McLaughlin puts forth a model that assumes that the development 
of artefacts is at the core of practice-led research. Yet McLaughlin argues 
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that it is too onerous for the integrity of practice-led research to rely on 
the artefact proving its world-making significance. Her argument seeks to 
eliminate the need for practitioner-researchers to post-rationalise how and 
when insights came to them, or defend whether the artefact itself opens up 
new ways of knowing. McLaughlin proposes that her model is one where:
…the shift from practitioner to practitioner/researcher might be con-
ceived as a shift from a state where the practitioner proceeds with an 
implicit, tacit understanding of the design situation to one where the 
practitioner/researcher actively interrogates and validates their under-
standing of relevant aspects of that design situation. (2006 n.pag)
For McLaughlin the validity is linked to how the research insights are 
framed, articulated and examined. Linking the formation of insights to a 
discursive practice of collectively negotiating the back talk of the research 
echoes Schön’s observations of the power of “collaborative inquiry” (1992, 
p136) and Tonkinwise’s belief that sharing our accounts with others ensures 
that the back talk rises above narcissistic delusions (2007). My research ap-
proach perceives that externalising the back talk of practice is central in 
accounting for the rigour, integrity and candour of the practitioner’s reflec-
tions. In this way, the practice-led orientation of the case study illustrates 
the critical role played by the artefact in interrogating the potential of the 
research, while the reflection-based interventions address the additional 
requirement to externally verify the contribution of the research.
57
GROCOTT1.5.3 The inTeGRiTy Of DeSiGn-leD ReSeaRCh
chaPteR summaRy
This research project creatively explores design-oriented approaches to re-
search as a productive sidestep from the defensive position of asserting 
legitimacy by mirroring other knowledge-productive disciplines. In this 
way my research makes a designer’s move by experimenting and putting 
forth an approach for researching practice that is in stark contrast to the 
abstract, theoretical debates about the potential or limitations of research 
through design. To this end, the material and theoretical evidence of the 
dissertation asserts that a designerly way of researching need not be de-
fined by the objectivity of the research methods or the scholar’s capacity to 
critically interrogate the construction of an argument. 
 The above methods and strategies repeatedly point to the purchase 
of imagining solutions as a negotiation tactic for evaluating a situation. 
My multiple-methods approach of deploying performative and reflective 
strategies is supported by a verification framework that can further my de-
sign-oriented agenda while validating the contribution of the research. In 
proactively developing a concrete proposition for a relevant, appropriate 
practitioner model for researching praxis, this project presents an alterna-
tive to critiquing the academic discourse that largely defines the scholar-
ship of design research.  

chaPteR two– 
the case study
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chaPteR two— 
the case study
This chapter introduces the design projects that ground this research. With 
practice being the dominant research methodology in this chapter, the act 
of designing documented here represents the ‘action’ component used to 
investigate the first two research questions of this PhD (chapter 1.3). Explic-
itly, the visual essays seek to interrogate notions of design praxis, providing 
a critically framed and contemplative space to examine my tacit under-
standings of designing. More indirectly, the different practice spaces allow 
me to explore, in a research context and through my professional practice, 
ways to align the research methodology with my expertise and motivations 
as a practitioner-educator. I am the sole researcher for this case study, with 
my studio-based research practice being the subject under investigation. 
By placing my own practice at the centre of the research I can explore the 
broader question of how a reflective practice approach might contribute to 
the scholarship that seeks to understand design praxis.
As part of an atypical case study the visual essays and visualisation studies 
are not simply data sources to be analysed. The emphasis here is more on 
deep self-reflection and the discipline of noticing as a strategy for research-
ing one’s practice. However, the intent of this chapter is not to account for 
the particulars of what the visualisation research projects disclose (about 
communication design), but to transcend that specific field of design to 
consider what the experience of undertaking the practice-led research case 
study reveals about the potential of a design-oriented approach to research. 
The visualisation case study is to be understood as part of a larger research 
project on design-oriented research.
 The two-part process of reflecting on the act of designing and analysing 
the form and utility of the visualisations leads me to name the graphic lan-
guage adopted for these projects ‘proposition diagrams’. From these highly 
situated, individual projects, I consider the discursive experience of design-
ing proposition diagrams with respect to notions of negotiation and poten-
tial. Dilnot argues that:
Essentially design is nothing else but the encounter with realities (actu-
alities, situations, circumstances, conditions or experiences) in terms of 
their transformative possibilities and potentialities. Design opens these 
possibilities through initiating a process of negotiation with the given 
which extends the boundaries of the previously possible (2005, p2).
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On a local level the narrative in this chapter seeks to offer a practitioner’s 
perspective on this theoretical framing of design. The narrative discuss-
es how the proposition diagrams are the product of the speculation-led 
reflective practice of figuring and goes on to reflect upon and articulate 
the negotiative act of designing. On a meta-level the attempts to translate, 
through text and image, the space between the speculative and reflective 
push and pull of creative practice also represent a way to enact Dilnot’s 
notion of designing. From this perspective the act of ‘designing’ a research 
program becomes a strategy by which one can explore what is possible 
with respect to practitioner-led research. The “negotiation and translation” 
of the practitioner’s insights into articulated perspectives offer a grounded 
example of the role “consensus, dialogue and interpretation” might play in 
design-oriented research (Dilnot 2004, p8).
 To this end the chapter explores the outcomes of the case study with 
respect to the specific knowing generated and what these outcomes might 
teach us about practice. The chapter concludes with a visual narrative that 
discloses how the multiple-method approach has facilitated a discursive, 
reflective environment in which to negotiate and advance the research in-
sights that have emerged. 
2.1 Research and the Practitioner
Manzini (2008) makes an interesting case for why the discourse of design re-
search should move on from discussing methods to emphasising results, ar-
guing that if the contributions of design research are solid then presumably 
the methods adopted are too. The reason my research still chooses to stress 
the methodological orientation of the research is not so much to legitimate 
the approach, but more to acknowledge the unique contribution a design-led 
orientation to research can make. Jonas makes this point when he compares 
research about or research for design to research through design, arguing that 
the latter is the “only genuine [my italics] design research paradigm” that 
can advance the methodological practice of the discipline (2007, p187). This 
assertion lends support to the idea that we need to identify research charac-
teristics that will align with the value system of design practice (Coyne 2004, 
Cross 2007, Scrivener 2004). In making this move, we need not be defensive 
about the fact that design-led research makes no claims to objectivity and 
can instead embrace the purchase of a subjective, situated grounding for 
research (Findeli 1999). Drawing on the future-oriented nature of design 
would allow design research to be led by what might become, as opposed to 
being wedded to theoretical accounts of what is (Rosenberg 2007).
In the beginning I just wanted the research to be visual 
– I was thinking about the design community and was 
focused on their visual literacy. Once the research began 
I jumped to the conclusion that the dissemination of 
design research would be driven by outcomes that engaged 
the audience in considering the potential – I’d stopped 
thinking about the form and I was now thinking about the 
content. Following a PhD presentation I now saw with great 
clarity that I wanted to work with the designer’s capacity 
to negotiate — I was no longer focused on the form or the 
content, as I was now motivated by the discussion. 
Sometimes it felt like I didn’t know what I was doing; 
yet as new insights emerged and old perspectives 
were challenged I came to appreciate the exploratory 
and opportunistic approach I had followed. I may have 
implicitly already known how to design, yet these 
research experiences were teaching me to notice and 
then really ‘know’ what it meant to think and work like a 
designer. Every time I could articulate a new perspective 
on design I came a step closer to asserting how valid 
it might be to bring a designerly way of thinking to 
research.
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interrogating Practice
Cross presents a useful summary of disciplinary value systems that can 
be used to inform ways of framing design research. He characterises the 
sciences as being concerned with objectivity, rationality, neutrality, and a 
concern for ‘truth’. In comparison, the humanities value subjectivity, imagi-
nation, commitment, and a concern for ‘justice’, whereas design values prac-
ticality, ingenuity, empathy, and a concern for ‘appropriateness’ (Cross 2007, 
p18). These distinctions go some way toward explaining why a design-led 
approach might value practicality over objectivity and why a concern for 
appropriateness might trump the scientist’s dedication to truth. Indirectly, 
these associated values support the hunch that a practitioner’s insights and 
research experience would be distinct from those of the philosopher, psy-
chologist or historian. 
Realising the Potential oF PRactitioneR ReseaRch
This research project seeks to explore the tension of how the practitioner-
researcher might address the issue of explicating to others the knowing 
that emerges from a situated research experience. For with respect to my 
broad ambition to inform how the academy defines design and how that 
knowing will ultimately inform education, I agree with Friedman’s state-
ment that “the ability to theorise design enables the designer to move from 
an endless succession of unique cases to broad explanatory principles that 
can help to solve many kinds of problems” (2003, p515). I can also agree 
with his claim that “it is not experience, but our interpretation and under-
standing of experience that leads to knowledge” (2003, p521). Yet, I imag-
ine that the point of contention between Friedman’s and my expectations 
might be tied to the nature of the knowing that practitioner-led research 
can reveal. For these reasons, I value exploring this issue from the perspec-
tive of a practitioner.
 This project’s starting point is that the reflection a designer brings to 
everyday practice does not offer the level of criticality the practitioner-re-
searcher needs to meaningfully corroborate his or her insights (McLaugh-
lin 2006). So, even though the project recognises the potential of the per-
spective the designer-researcher can bring to researching practice, it also 
asserts that additional reflection is required to translate and legitimate the 
experiential knowledge of the designer. Ultimately, the contribution the 
designer (or any practitioner for that matter) makes to academic discourse 
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will depend on his or her capacity to reflect upon and communicate a way 
of thinking and making that he or she might only tacitly understand. An 
objective of this research was to consider an approach to research that 
would address the motivations and expertise of the practitioner and the 
opportunities and limitations of design practice. This is a distinctly differ-
ent approach to Friedman’s analysis of why design needs to build theory. 
Where he chooses to critique and assert the importance of theory, I am em-
pathetic to the position of the practitioner and seek to frame the potential 
of research for that audience. To do this, I decided that it was essential that 
I undertake this research through an embedded approach to enquiry that 
would reveal the background practices of designing that a designer can at 
times struggle to identify and articulate. 
 The call for in-depth reflection depends on strategies by which the prac-
titioner-researcher can more critically interrogate his or her practice as well 
as discuss and shape his or her observations through debate with others. 
The integrity of this research project in particular, and the design-oriented 
approach in general, are accommodated by these two moves by address-
ing how the researcher reflects while designing and considering how the 
designer can reflect upon the research as it emerges. 
 First, the reflections-in-action that are already embodied in everyday de-
signing needed to be intensified. In the case study, I address this by creating 
visualisations. I set out in section two of this chapter the ways in which the 
visual language adopted for the visualisations calls for greater reflective en-
gagement by the researcher. In addition, the visual essays use the content 
of the essay itself as a forum to directly explore the praxis of design and, in 
turn, work with the potential of non-verbal communication for addressing 
tacit knowledge. 
 Second, my emphasis on a discursive methodology calls for an el-
evated commitment to “postspective” noticing (Mason 2002) or Schön’s 
reflection-on-action. To do this, my research program customised a num-
ber of research practices from outside the design field. I have previously 
characterised these activities as reflection-based interventions since they 
intentionally disrupt the somewhat introspective design experience and 
call for a different level of critical reflection. In addressing the issue of 
situation-specific knowing, the research approach modelled here calls for 
activities whereby the designer as researcher steps outside of his or her 
practice experience. This is particularly relevant given that the research 
seeks to contribute to what Jonas would call research about design (2007), 
and what Frayling called research into design (1993). If the research is to 
operate at the nexus between research into and through design, then the 
practitioner must examine the practice experience from outside if he or 
she hopes to refine and communicate the knowing in a way that tran-
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scends the specifics of not just that particular context but also the sub-field 
of design. 
 Consequently, my research program works with my own expertise as 
a designer developing a multi-faceted approach that uses the designer’s 
ability to tackle situations from multiple perspectives (Dorst and Lawson 
2009). Yet, mindful of the desire for the research to be about more than just 
advancing my own practice, the program is both structured to generate 
work across speculative and applied practice spaces. In this way I have tried 
to ensure that the research program aim to engage various different stake-
holders, thereby broadening the context by which the potential insights 
can be discussed and evaluated. 
ꙮ
Given that the underlying ambition of this research is for designers to make 
a distinct and valuable contribution to our understandings of practice, it 
was not an option to import wholesale various methods incommensurate 
with the values and expertise of the designer. Therefore, the inclusion of 
research activities from fields external to design requires consideration of 
how and in what ways the approaches can be adapted to embed the quali-
ties of a design-led approach. 
 The idea of borrowing or adapting methods from other disciplines is not 
novel. What is of interest for this research is how the findings of the visuali-
sation case study play a significant role in disclosing how reflection might 
be intensified in a design context. The knowing disclosed by the design-
oriented research experience points to why and how, as a designer and as a 
researcher, it might be possible to build a multi-faceted research program. 
In accounting for the knowing that emerges from the primary artefact of 
the case study (the proposition diagram), the next section reveals how the 
interrogation of my practice through design and discussion has led to a 
newfound understanding of the design practice. 
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2.2 the speculation-led Reflective  
Practice of Figuring
This section documents the visual essays and visualisation studies that 
comprise the major design projects of the case study (and subsequently 
the PhD). The design work is complemented by short summaries of each 
practice space that serve as extended captions to contextualise the projects. 
This section is an excerpt from the full case study, which is documented on 
the research website.
a Design-oRienteD ReseaRch case stuDy
  Fig. 7 (p68)
At the centre of the case study is the practice of ‘figuring’. Figuring is the 
name I have adopted for a designerly way of drawing, emphasising how 
the visualisations operate as performative research artefacts. The theoreti-
cal basis for figuring loosely builds on Rosenberg’s characterisation that 
the “fragile balance” of creative practice comes from negotiating the cen-
tripetal and centrifugal forces at play. Adapting Bakhtin’s idea, Rosenberg 
describes the centripetal impulse as the pull toward what we know, to draw 
connections with established practices, as opposed to the centrifugal im-
pulse that is motivated to explore the unknown, to deviate from the nor-
mal and seek new possibilities. Rosenberg (2000) argues that the push and 
pull of designing is negotiated by the “creative tension” that comes from 
this “pull to originality”.
 In the case study, I have used the practice of figuring to explore a new 
form of drawing that seeks to intentionally disrupt the designer-researcher’s 
creative process. I have called this the proposition diagram, which I have 
employed strategically to sustain the period of speculative reflection. The 
term refers to the coming together of two modes of drawing that Lawson 
describes as being at the heart of the design process: the diagram and the 
proposition sketch (2004, p45). This visual language integrates the diagram’s 
reflective ability to provisionally fix certain elements so the designer can 
navigate complex moving pieces, with the proposition drawing’s specula-
tive capacity to put forth possible ideas for a situation the designer is still 
exploring. The following design projects showcase the visual language de-
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ployed in the proposition diagram. Meanwhile, the various research essays 
and professional visualisation studies represent different kinds of engage-
ment with this reflective drawing tool. The full case study further elabo-
rates the characteristics of the visual language and details the facility of 
the proposition diagram for the designer-researcher seeking to contribute 
to an understanding of the process and knowing of design practice.
 The context for the visual essays is a research conversation framed by 
an investigation of design praxis, whereas the context for the visualisation 
studies is a professional conversation framed by an exploration of design 
education. However, at first the visualisation studies were simply respond-
ing to developments at work and are only retrospectively understood in 
relation to this project. It soon appeared, however, that the utility of the 
professional graphics aligns directly with the agency of the visual essays. 
Both visualisations primarily work to critically and creatively advance the 
designer and his or her peers’ understanding of the subject being visual-
ised, whether it be an abstract exploration of design thinking or an applied 
negotiation of curricular changes.
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the Projects
visual essay #1: 
Designing a space for speculation
This visual essay directly refers to a situated engagement with design praxis 
and seeks to share with other practitioners how we evaluated and refined 
the creative process we adopted with clients. 
 Working from the idea that the realm of design is about possibilities, 
this first visual essay considers what this means when it comes to getting 
the practice community interested in the outcomes of research. Could the 
objective of sharing practitioner-research be about enabling possibilities 
in another’s practice rather than accounting for what happened in a case 
study format? Interested in rethinking the challenge of transferability as it 
related to situated, design-led research, the idea is that the localised knowl-
edge from a particular situation could be understood as transferable by 
interrogating and visualising the more tacitly understood process behind 
the project artefacts. If the artefacts are presented as secondary and sum-
marised conclusions are avoided, the text could directly speak to the poten-
tial of the research for others. 
 The extended 12-page visual essay was designed for a peer-reviewed, 
yet professionally oriented journal published by the Australian Graphic 
Design Association. 
Hunch {what were we thinking} 
To state that I once hated graphic design is neither provocative, nor original. Many graphic 
designers before me have felt boxed in by a job that only fractionally seems to be about designing. 
As a student it was the verb I had fallen for—not the typefaces or the paper samplers—I fell in 
love with the process of creating designs; from the slow-burning hours of contemplation, the 
rush of possible ideas, to the focused, micro world of reﬁnement. But with clients and production 
schedules dictating that I work efﬁciently, my design process became repetitive, my work 
formulaic and my job satisfaction nil. In establishing Studio Anybody my colleagues and I sought 
to reclaim a design process that valued speculation—an experimental, investigative space—where 
we hoped design could once again reside in what Clive Dilnot refers to as the ʻrealm of possibilityʼ.
Background {what we already did} 
Like many small, young practices, we were kept busy by working on pretty much any commercial 
work that came along. We soon observed that the prescribed nature of the conventional design 
process down the path most traveled succeeded as an account management method that provided 
the client with something known and familiar, but we were wary of how this expediency 
constrained designers to design around what they already knew. Given that our client-led projects 
always seemed to predetermine the outcome in the intial presentations, we decided that in 
establishing Studio Anybody our practice model had to accommodate an alternative space where 
project management would come second to a speculative poetic design practice. We achieved this 
by introducing studio-initiated projects that offered us a space for researching through designing.
iiBACKGROUND
Move I {what we set out to do} 
Our ﬁrst move was to establish, alongside our commissioned client work, a stream of studio-
initiated cultural projects: exhibitions, public projects, publications and editorial work. These 
client-free projects set out to assert that even within a professional studio environment it was 
possible to nurture a space for experimentation and speculation. For the designerʼs the key ques-
tion had become ʻwhat might a commitment to design-led research offer a professional practice 
environmentʼ? We saw our speculative stream projects as an excuse to decelerate the commercial 
process enough so that we could experiment and be reﬂective outside of the time-starved treadmill 
of client projects. This critical space for speculation allowed us to reclaim an iterative design pro-
cess where we could once again follow tangents, embrace serendipity, step into the unknown. 
1MOVE
Move I Reﬂections {what happened}
Clearly and immediately the speculative stream began to inform the commissioned work, most 
noticeably with the public reception of the exhibitions inadvertently operating as a new business 
strategy. From the beginning the projects funded themselves by introducing us to clients with 
higher proﬁles and more ambitious projects. With these clients came elevated expectations for what 
we might create, complimenting the heightened ambitions of the studio designers  ʼwhose newfound 
conﬁdence had become the unforeseen consequence of directing projects to their own standards. It 
is of relevance that the studio-initiated projects immediately advanced the work we produced for 
clients, albeit only on a superﬁcial level. We had not begun to critically reﬂect upon why the studio-
initiated projects were successful, nor had we fundamentally changed how we related to clients.
Move II {what we learnt}
Inevitably, framing the studio as a space for researching-through-designing  afforded us an 
experiential understanding of design as a poetic process. We now needed to identify the practical 
implications of adopting a speculative approach to designing within a commercial environment. 
For our next move, we had to articulate and assert this new knowing to our clients. In educating 
our clients about why their projects would beneﬁt from accommodating a speculative poetic 
process, we could present an alternative way to consult on our commissioned projects. The work 
we did with Melbourne Fashion Festival from 2001-2004 exempliﬁes a collaborative process 
between designers and client that, for us, embodied best practice since it allowed us to negotiate a 
space for stepping out into the unknown and responding to new ideas very late in the project.
Move II Reﬂections {what we discovered}
In the process of reﬂecting critically on our experience we were compelled to translate our studio 
experience so far into words. Words that would help to communicate to others what we had only 
implicitly understood when we began this inquiry. With the artefact supporting our claims, we 
sought to present well articulated arguments to clients to persuade them of the propositional 
nature of designing. The process of communicating our experience to others, in turn enabled us to 
see more clearly how we should proceed. Progressive clients like Experimenta engaged in these 
discussions, allowing us to conceive of a completely different way of designing, critiquing and 
managing our projects with them. As a consequence of these conversations we began to see how 
we could see our practice as a body of work, rather than a series of discrete unrelated projects.
Move II Observations {what was disclosed}
Working on the studio-initiated projects in the speculative stream had predictably extended our 
reservoir of ideas—generating the new conceptual and formal strategies that directly fed into our 
client projects. The process of sharing our experience on this research project with the professional 
and academic community disclosed to us the more subtle rewards arising from initiating our 
own projects. The extended timeframe of the projects allowed the process to not pre-determine 
the outcomes and the projects to not fall into some house formula. We further observed that the 
luxury of being able to conceive and develop our own studio projects had led us to unconsciously 
developing several conceptual and formal threads within our body of work. Once identiﬁed, we set 
out to consider how we could work with them to make our practice stronger. 
Move III {what was enacted}
We needed to ensure that the conceptual and formal threads running through our practice were 
not interpreted as simple derivations of earlier ideas—as we were consciously trying to avoid 
any particular signature or house style. The process of consciously reﬂecting on why we had 
adopted these threads culminated in the decision to give them a name: culture sampling / imperfect 
beauty /public intimacy. In naming the threads, we developed a means by which to refer to them 
explicitly—which we did on the website and in future folio presentations. The merit of framing our 
body of work under these headings was valued internally because it allowed us to establish what 
we were investigating and, externally, the thread conversation was constructive in situating for 
clients the socio-cultural precedents that allow these investigations to surface. 
 
Move III Consequences {what was advanced}
In establishing that the threads that ran through the studioʼs practice were informed by the 
contemporary condition, we felt that we could frame our contribution to client projects as more 
than simply emulating stylistic fetishes. And in situating the threads in relation to current trends we 
were also able to translate why work need not emulate the same style to engage the same audience. 
Within the studio, the threads gave us a critical line of inquiry by which we could evaluate the 
enduring popularity of a previous project and assess how future projects might be developed 
to elicit similar audience response. This editorial commissioned for Poster magazine presented 
a playful opportunity to consciously explore, in the one project, new ways to investigate how 
audiences might engage with pop cultural references, clumsy intimacy and formal imperfection.
Conclusion {what we took from it}
Our ambition was to initiate a practice model where the rhizomatic, poetic nature of the 
speculative stream would generate a reservoir of ideas for the commissioned client stream—in 
many ways we succeeded. It was clear that the timesheet hours we committed to the studio-
initiated projects not only generated a playful body of work that aesthetically and conceptually 
inﬂuenced our client projects, but that they also advanced our client base, personal conﬁdence, 
technical skills and the way we negotiated our client relationships. These outcomes are all a 
consequence of the speculative stream of projects helping us to elucidate in what ways, and to what 
extent, the design process we adopted directly informed what we created. Essentially, it was our 
experiential understanding of what a speculative process offers that advanced the way we practice.  
Potential {what might resonate}
The point is that any knowing described here came out of our experience and, predictably, that 
experience was determined by the cultural context and operational particulars of the studio. The 
issue (for some people) is that this research project is not veriﬁable because it cannot be repeated. 
In the domain of design research, it does not seem that the steps we went through are (or should 
be) of much signiﬁcance to others—as there would be little merit in reproducing what happened at 
Studio Anybody. For if design is propositional by nature, then ideally this account would simply 
provoke practitioners to investigate their own practice, for instance to ask: does my practice invite 
a space for speculation? Do I believe that the act of designing is intrinsically about stepping toward 
the unknown? Could my professional practice really beneﬁt from following a path of uncertainty? 
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visual essay #2: 
“the design process: three perspectives” 
This visual essay arises from a collaboration between a designer and theo-
rist and seeks to visualise different perspectives of the design process. 
 The essay was designed as part of the conference paper ‘Designing De-
sign Schools’ I co-authored with a design theorist (Grocott and Marshall 
2005). The visual essay and paper were questioning whether design as a 
propositional, inquisitive practice could be deployed to inform the way de-
sign schools are envisioned and led. The practice of design being explored 
is one that discloses the complexity of a specific situation in order to deal 
with the technological, cultural and political issues at play.
 Developing multiple conceptions of the design process allowed my col-
league and myself to explore how designing might operate as a meta-pro-
cess. The different perspectives put forth drew attention to the different 
design attributes required to work with the different orientations to design-
ing, while also leading us to conclude that design’s transformative ability to 
negotiate complex, dynamic systems will be dependent upon being able to 
synthesise a diversity of qualities we associate with practice.
 The essay was designed as an integrated part of the paper and submit-
ted as part of the peer review process. The visual essay was also presented 
to the community of design educators at the Envisioning Design confer-
ence (2005). 

Mapping Investigations (The Lenses)
A research–oriented conception of design practice. Questions are framed, decisions are made and biases 
disclosed regarding how the situation, the issues, the problematic and the context will be investigated. The 
analytical yet creative responses to questions posed in the ‘lens mode’ allow the designer to know the ﬁeld, 
the context and the ecology of agents at work. Each proposition made reshapes the ‘ﬁeld’ and preﬁgures 
the next move that is now sensitive to a set of possibilities that would not be anticipated at the outset. The 
authority of the designer is demonstrated through their ability to slip between evaluating the big picture 
while paying attention to the particular.
Context of Engagement
Socio-Natural Context
Establishing Domain
Identifying Precedents
Determining Scale
Mapping Terrain
DC
B
Presentation & Dissemination
Context of Use
A
Framing Project
Situation Setting
Dening Questions

Mapping Speculation (The Ideas) 
A poetic approach to design that promotes a critical engagement with a speculative practice. The itera-
tive nature of speculation makes it possible for a process that is not predetermined nor directionless. 
The process can respond to happenstance yet not be without a sense of destination - no matter how 
provisional. The ideation process therefore preferences a discursive engagement between speculation, 
reverie and analysis—requiring the establishment of a propositional space for ideas to be put forward, 
critiqued and developed. The authority of the designer is asserted through their creative ability to not 
predetermine the process, yet be responsive to the nuanced, subtle particulars of the situation.
EXPLORATORY
DISCURSIVE
NOT PREDETERMINED
ITERATIVE
RHIZOMATIC
CRITICAL
SITUATED
LOCALIZED
POETIC
REFLECTIVE
QUESTIONING
TANGENTIAL
SPECULATIVE
SERENDIPITOUS
A B
C D

Mapping Integration (The Strategies)
A highly structured approach to designing that deploys a series of integrated strategies to assess and 
engage different constituencies at determined moments throughout the process. The ‘strategies mode’ 
promotes a more audience centered, inclusive process that stages interventions by playing off the cen-
tripetal and centrifugal push / pull between looking to others for information, observations, analysis, 
feedback and insights, then returning to work independently until the next phase of engagement. The 
authority of the designer is understood in relation to managing the complexity of concerns and condi-
tions to be negotiated. 
PROFILING PERSONAS
PUBLIC PRESENTATION
STRATEGY MAPPING
VISUAL AUDIT & ASSESSMENT
INTERNAL CRITIQUE
INVITED CRITIQUE
PARTICIPATORY WORKSHOP
INVITED CRITIQUE
PROTOTYPE PRESENTATION
PROCESS VISUALIZATION
RHETORICAL PROVOCATIONS
SCENARIO PLANNING
EXPERIENCE MAPPING
CREATIVE PAUSE
DC
BA
Mapping Transformations (The Design Process)
A sophisticated approach to design that seeks to synthesize the investigative, speculative, integrated ap-
proaches previously introduced. In understanding these modes as not distinct, but aligned practices it 
becomes possible to understand a different agency for the ﬁeld of design. This design practice promotes 
a critical, poetic and interdisciplinary approach—an approach that operates at the intersection between 
framing the ﬁeld, speculating on the possibilities and negotiating the complexity. The agency of the 
future oriented nature of design is captured in its capacity to promote potential. The authority of this 
design process is in operating at the nexus between analytical, creative, methodological approaches to 
designing, maximizing the transformative potential of the ﬁeld of Design.
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visual essay #3: 
“negotiating lights on / lights off” 
This visual essay pulls back from the specifics of the process of designing 
and seeks to present an abstract visualisation of design thinking. 
 Distinct from the earlier objective to disseminate design research, this 
last visual essay was motivated to see whether a visual essay could emulate 
for the reader the designerly experience of wanting to dive in and make 
sense of unfamiliar terrain. In this way I sought to create a design artefact 
that could be described as asking carefully crafted questions, rather than 
solving problems (Dunne and Raby 2001). Beginning with a research paper 
titled ‘The Reservoir’, the essay sought to simultaneously notice and reflect 
upon Rosenberg’s idea of the centripetal/centrifugal tension of practice 
(2000). Examining Rosenberg’s idea through the lens of design thinking, 
the essay uses diagrams and text to question how the designer might inte-
grate strategic and poetic approaches to thinking through a situation. 
 The visual essay was commissioned for a critically framed, practice-ori-
ented design journal The National Grid (2006).
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You were saying you wanted to know everything / I was saying 
that I wanted to see silence / You had to be here, in Brooklyn, 
in this room / I had to be out there, anywhere, in the landscape 
/ You wanted the lights on / I wanted the lights off / 
You were talking about sex / I was thinking about my PhD
Jean and Etienne were saying abstract representations are 
meaningless / Their point, the ‘power of abstraction’ only 
comes from someone relating it to a speciﬁc situation
I am doing it again / Listening by talking about myself / It is 
how I listen, how I understand / But I should be able to do this 
without talking
I always go on about Terry / I like the way he talks about 
design / About speculation as open water / About surveying the 
ground as excavating / For him, the creative program is always 
in fragile balance / For me, it’s always in negotiation / For me, 
this push and pull is where the agency of design rests
I was bored with the speciﬁcs of your story / You didn’t see the 
relevance of my generalizations / We always argue like this / 
Two designers / We should be skilled at navigating between 
the concrete and the abstract / Between the conditions and the 
program
For Jean and Etienne the notion of participation blurs the 
standoff  / Between abstraction and experience / Between 
contemplation and involvement
Clive talks about design as the realm of possibilities / He says 
science and the humanities describe the world / But design…he 
makes that sound far sexier / Calls us world makers / Not in an 
arrogant architectural way / But in how we ask ‘what if’, instead 
of asking ‘what is’.
You said you liked that the narrative wasn’t written into the 
script / I agreed that the story lay in what was left unspoken / 
We stopped analysing the ﬁlm and walked home in silence
At the studio we claimed that our pieces read like a beat script / 
An invitation for the audience to complete the narrative / 
To make the situation resonate / An invitation for reverie
Luke wrote something like imagination, innovation and inven-
tion / Made me wonder about imagination / Made me wonder 
how we imagine a new script—a new world
You said there were too many questions left unanswered / 
I liked that I was still working out what the questions were
I loved Zora’s chapter opening / There are years that ask 
questions and years that answer / It took me a decade to work 
out I wasn’t so interested in the answers / I need to question so 
I can wonder / I need to speculate so I can imagine 
I don’t want to tell you how it is / I try to end with a series of 
questions / But you tell me you want more / I understand / 
Because I also want more from you
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger: Situated Learning / Terry Rosenberg: The Reservoir / Clive Dilnot: The Science of Uncertainty / Luke Wood: www.decomm.net/lukewood 
the ﬁlm: Paradise Now / the studio: Studio Anybody / Zora Neale Hurston: Their Eyes Were Watching God. My PhD: http://hypertext.rmit.edu.au/~blogs/lisagrocott
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I wanted a visual strategy. One that would make people 
not just passively reflect but really get inside the 
ideas of the essay. I wanted them to think for themselves, 
to think about how they designed. I remembered the 
childhood experience of filling in a join-the-dots 
illustration and how it simultaneously allowed me to 
imagine what the drawing might be, while giving me clues 
to work it out for myself. Democratically I liked the idea 
of the audience owning the essay by drawing into it, but I 
didn’t want anyone thinking I thought the design process 
was as predetermined as painting by numbers. I wanted 
the audience to experience the process of designing — 
the calculated moves and intuitive leaps of faith. The 
muted blue was to assert that there was nothing black 
and white about the process. The duplication of some 
numbers was to underscore that there was no single path 
to follow after all. 
In the end I never heard of or witnessed anyone drawing 
on the essay. No one even referenced the join-the-dots 
metaphor. Still. With every reading I witnessed another 
designer’s perspective on the process of designing and 
from this I learnt as much as I did from my struggle to 
design the essay.
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visual essays
In the visual essay practice space I designed and disseminated three dif-
ferent essays over a period of three years. These research-led visual essays 
present a body of work that seeks to visualise how designers think through 
the process of designing. Each essay explores and proposes a different con-
ceptual frame by which to visualise the process of designing. The visual 
essays offer a vehicle for attempting to figure a few key ideas. The adopted 
visual language promotes an experiential practice space where I can, in the 
flow of designing, examine how I act out my designerly knowing.
 As a practitioner-researcher, the visual essays presented a useful form 
for closely examining how I design, while allowing me to intentionally 
elicit multiple interpretations of the design experience being visualised. 
This was a deliberate strategy for initiating a discussion with the audience 
about design praxis. Not interested in rationalising or prescribing the de-
sign process, the visual essays aim to open up a space for critical reflection 
and debate, moving the researcher and the audience toward a newfound 
understanding of design. The visual essays come to focus on potential over 
outcomes: they survey the unfamiliar rather than communicate what is al-
ready known, and invite alternative interpretations that challenge the per-
spectives people hold. 
 As a communication design strategy, this approach calls for active self-
reflection and speculative interpretation from designing through to dis-
semination. Thinking as much from an educator’s perspective as from a 
designer’s, I see the role of the visual essays as facilitating learning envi-
ronments that will be conducive to the sorts of teaching and learning a 
designer experiences when in reflective-conversation-with-the-situation. In 
this way, the visual essays provide a space for learning through critiques, re-
search presentations and publishing, by which the designer-researcher and 
his or her audience can engage in reciprocal reflection-in-action to assess 
and re-evaluate their base understandings of design (Schön 1992, p136). In 
this way, the research experience is designed to help the researcher and his 
or her audience discover how they already see things and to confront them 
with surprises that trigger new observations and the motivation to share 
their insights. 
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visualisation study #1: 
curricular studies
The first series of visualisations introduces a chronological sequence of dia-
grams and charts that assess, speculate and communicate ideas for future 
curriculum initiatives. 
 The initial diagrams in the series represent my first foray, in a profes-
sional context, to visually exploring ideas I was wrestling with pedagogi-
cally. They were private diagrams not intended to be shared with others; 
I simply valued how they helped me think through and compare compet-
ing ideas. However, I quickly found myself tentatively sharing them with 
immediate colleagues. The utility of the diagrams seemed to lie in being 
able to explore ideas by putting propositions out into the world that were 
too complex or political to write up. The series documents curricular ideas 
developed over a period of years, therefore illustrating how once the ideas 
became more fixed, the diagrams became more like conventional informa-
tion design. 
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visualisation study #2: 
cultural studies
The second set of visualisations brings together a disparate collection of 
drawings that sought to initially imagine then promote a more integrated, 
inquiry-led academic culture for the School. 
 The series serves to illustrate how over a period of years different visual 
languages were explored and evaluated – from illustrated photography to 
cluster diagrams. There is the comparison of a diagram completed in the 
first week and the same graphic essentially revised many times over as the 
language became more consistent and the objective of the diagram moved 
from metaphorical and speculative to a real proposition being communi-
cated. The series also shows a promotional poster that directly appropriates 
from one of the visual essays. Perhaps most significant is the design process 
diagram. It considers the value and legitimacy of using design (not just 
communication design) to negotiate the comprehensive project of imagin-
ing a new design school.
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visualisation study #3: 
organisational studies
The third and final set of visualisations most explicitly embraces the po-
tential of the proposition diagram, as the graphics seek to speculate and 
reflect upon possible organizational structures. 
 The initial diagrams share the modest ambition of simply helping me get 
my head around the conditions or variables of the situation. The diagrams 
begin to propose new ways of seeing the institution. In the second phase, 
there was a level of mindfulness with regard to how I used this speculative 
space of diagramming. These visualisations, emboldened by the insights 
from the visual essay research, did not have a brief to communicate what 
would be, but instead to imagine what could be. As I became more com-
fortable with the understanding that these diagrams did not have to fix, 
but to propose, the more wildly speculative they became. The thoroughly 
considered and consultative process of developing this last sequence of dia-
grams further asserted how the diagrams were more than a quick-and-dirty 
sketch in both form and spirit. 






They came to me hoping I could help them with a proposal 
they wanted to share with their faculty, an idea they 
wanted to share and get critiqued. The school structure 
they wanted to propose was more networked than 
hierarchical and they thought one of my dynamic diagrams 
would be better than a static organisational chart. It was 
too difficult to explain with words, so we sketched it out 
together then I went away to represent the structure for 
them. But as soon as I started designing, the diagram kept 
interrupting and asking questions. 
This was unexplored territory for all of us, but I tried 
to address what I didn’t know — I’d colour code people or 
draw dotted report lines trying to think through what 
this would mean in reality. With each tentative move, yet 
decisive mark, a different scenario was proposed. In the 
end it wasn’t the final representation of the model that 
was so interesting but the various iterations that helped 
us to collectively interrogate what the faculty needed to 
know and what was still up for negotiation.
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visualisation studies
The visualisation studies documented for this project represent a sample 
of the diagrams, charts and maps I have designed over a five-year period in 
my role as the Dean of Academic Initiatives at an independent urban de-
sign school going through a radical rethinking of its mission. The diagrams 
embody the institution’s interest in recognising and enacting the meta-
agency of design in the process of redefining the future of design educa-
tion. For the purposes of this dissertation, a select number of visualisations 
have been curated into three studies that respectively explore institutional 
change: curricular, cultural and organisational. 
 Everyday professional practice includes many conventional diagrams, 
but for this case study the research ‘project’ work has been edited to sin-
gle out the speculatively reflective visualisations, as they are the diagrams 
most directly in conversation with the visual essays. Specifically, these are 
the visualisations that deploy the proposition diagram and shape my un-
derstanding of the nature and practice of ‘figuring’. 
 By using diagrams in this applied workspace, the act of visualising 
sought to support the following objectives. First, for the designer to be able 
to critically imagine, through visually speculating and proposing, possible 
futures for the design school. Second, to provide an accessible platform for 
sharing material propositions of verbal discussions with colleagues for cri-
tique and evaluation. This is a distinctly different social transaction from 
emailing a white paper around for review and comment. And third, to cul-
tivate a design-led environment where the predominantly practice-based 
community can engage in the discursive process of designing by specu-
lating upon the potential disclosed by the diagrams-in-conversation-with-
the-situation. 
2.3  
new understandings of Practice
Intuitively I recognise that the process of designing the visualisations is 
a productively challenging experience, therefore I have sought to better 
understand how and why the design process deepens my own enquiry and 
animates my conversations with my peers. I believe that if I can make more 
explicit the elements of my design experience, then I can offer other design 
practitioners who are interested in research a potential way to recreate a 
similar level of reflection. 
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GROCOTT2.3 new unDeRSTanDinGS Of PRaCTiCe
 In analysing how the visual language works, I have focused on how 
the disrupted process of designing a proposition diagram heightens the 
critico-discursive potential of creative practice (Rosenberg 2006). Or, to be 
more straightforward, my analysis proposes that the process of designing 
a proposition diagram offers a design-led strategy for framing a critical 
practice-led discussion. With this newfound understanding of the creative 
process I am able to consider the potential of manipulating the centrifugal/
centripetal tension to create a similarly propositional approach to reflect-
ing on practice. These insights have led to the emergence of ‘figuring’ as a 
visualisation practice and the central role negotiating plays in facilitating 
the reflective conversation of designing. 
Fig. 8 (p132)


I wasn’t looking for hard evidence; I was just curious to 
see how someone might interpret a visual essay with no 
context setting from me. Every other day at work I got to 
observe how people read the proposition diagrams, but I 
wanted to see if, asked directly, someone might just find 
the visual essays confoundingly ambiguous or simply 
inaccessible. I gave my friend a copy of the last visual 
essay to consume, and left the room. Five minutes later I 
came back to hear her interpretation. It was a humbling 
experience. 
She confidently began by talking about an architecture 
studio course she’d done and was relating the dots 
to people and density mapping. Her initial comments 
were so off track I felt that the openness had failed to 
meaningfully establish any connections between her 
ideas and mine. I was despondent. And yet… as she talked, 
her perspective shifted to an interior space and she 
began to read between the two pages, describing how the 
two “states” have to ultimately weave together. The more 
she said, her ideas not only began to reflect my own, but 
her comments also made me think of ideas I had glimpsed 
but not grasped while designing. I was drawn to how her 
vocabulary and way of seeing were influenced by her 
architectural practice. In this way, new metaphors for 
describing design thinking surfaced and with the fuzzy 
visual language affecting our verbal conversation new 
ideas were developed. Still… it wasn’t perfect. She didn’t 
reflect on what the content of the essay might mean for her 
practice. She didn’t even seem interested in how another 
person might read it. Next time I’ll have to work on how to 
frame the question.
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2.3.1 
the Primary outcomes
the PRoPosition DiagRam
The combined visual communication practice that evolves out of the vi-
sual essays and visualisation studies uses a representational, diagrammatic 
visual language appropriated from the aesthetic of mapping and informa-
tion design. Resonating with the ambitions of this research, the proposition 
diagram allows the designer to get his or her head around the forces at play, 
while the act of making a proposition provides a discursive space for the 
back talk of the reflective conversation with the situation. 
 In creating the proposition diagram I have developed an intentionally 
ambiguous visual language aimed at promoting a possibilities-driven ap-
proach to critical reflection. This notion of the proposition diagram as an 
instrument for proposing-to-evaluate is central to the visualising practice 
of figuring that the research case study advances. Working with the de-
signer’s interest in co-evolution of the solution and problem, as I described 
in chapter 1.1.2, the drawing creates a future-oriented yet reflective process 
for the designer to propose into. This design-led approach deploys a design-
er’s expertise in speculating, by way of proposing solutions, as a strategy 
for reflecting on the subject of the visualisation. This is made manifest in 
visual essays I created that propose the nature of the design process or de-
sign thinking as a strategy for reflecting upon the sometimes tacit nature of 
designing. For the visualisation studies, this meant proposing future mod-
els for the institution’s curriculum, culture or structure as a way to reflect 
upon the often provisional, always contingent conditions and opportuni-
ties the educational context presents. Both cases build on the designer’s 
expertise to propose a solution in order to better understand a situation by 
using the propositional act of designing as a reflective tool.
 Relevant to my thesis argument is the observation that the diagram’s 
utility is related to the visual and cognitive slippage from one drawing style 
to the next. Normally a practitioner would choose between the possibil-
ities-driven agency of the proposition drawing and the reflective utility 
of the evaluative diagram. Yet, with the hybrid nature of the proposition 
diagram, the design experience resists any easy negotiation of the proposi-
tional push and reflective pull of creative practice. 
Fig. 9 (p137)

As I was designing the poster I thought – this is too 
easy. I had become so used to designing the proposition 
diagrams and engaging in the process of struggling to 
figure out formally and intellectually what I wanted 
the essays or visualisations to say. I felt complacent 
designing the poster because I already knew what I wanted 
to communicate. The poster was for an exhibition and in 
one image I was attempting to conceptually summarise 
the outcomes of the case study. I had always considered 
my visualisations to offer the audience (and myself), a 
space for contemplation. Yet this was a poster and I had 
to be honest that most people would engage with it for 
less than a minute. I downplayed the discursive nature of 
the artefact and designed it for quick consumption. The 
process of designing the poster was familiar and reminded 
me of conventional graphic design. Still. I missed the 
gritty engagement of the proposition diagram. 
When figuring a proposition diagram I often felt at sea, 
as though trying to find my way back to solid ground. I 
would feel I was conceptually (and perpetually) wrestling 
with multiple possible scenarios, while feeling the formal 
language was demanding me to be more decisive. With 
every move I would want to keep open the potential of what 
was almost within grasp, at the same time hoping that the 
next move would allow me to see more clearly what I didn’t 
know. I would sigh aloud, shake my head and then try and 
come at the questions the design was asking me from a 
different perspective. I was challenged, I was frustrated, 
but I was learning. This was figuring, and this is the 
experience I was missing.
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the speculation-led Reflective Practice of Figuring
This research posits that the measure of a model for critical engagement 
by a designer-researcher is whether it promotes a more intense observa-
tion and concrete reflection. Considering the research audience, my goal 
is to avoid theoretical frameworks or qualitative methods that might be 
counter-intuitive to the opportunistic designer. Thus, my interest in height-
ening the creative tension identified in the proposition diagram is moti-
vated by the hunch that designers who are more naturally predisposed to 
proposing an idea than to thoughtful reflection-on-action may respond to 
this design-led approach. In chapter 1.1.2 I recognise that designers do not 
automatically stop to think about their actions over the course of a project. 
Moreoever, routine reflection-in-action is more likely to be concerned with 
evaluating the ‘appropriateness’ of a proposed solution concept or reflect-
ing on what has been learnt from previous experiences (Schön 1987). How-
ever, recognising that designers are motivated by challenges, opportunities 
and possibilities (Krippendorf 2007), I am also interested in the relevance 
of inviting reflection by way of imagining potential solutions. 
 I have come to refer to reflection inflected with the designer’s impulse 
to speculate as ‘speculation-led reflection’. If speculate, as a synonym for re-
flect, can be defined as the capacity to think deeply about something, then 
in using the term I am also alluding to its second definition: to take a risk. 
In this way, speculation-led reflection can be understood as the designerly 
act of attempting to figure out and contemplate while also venturing out to 
playfully explore possibilities. The word ‘reflection’ evokes the centripetal 
impulse to make connections back to what we know, with the word ‘specu-
lation’ more akin to the centrifugal desire to explore what we do not (yet) 
know, or what the dictionary would call conjecture (Random House 1987).
 The notion of figuring seeks to exploit this by attempting to make this 
tension explicit. Essentially, the act of figuring seeks to maintain a state of 
becoming by extending the process of negotiating the push and pull these 
opposing forces provoke. This concept of becoming is further elaborated 
upon in chapter 4.3. As a practice, figuring calls for disturbing the already 
fragile balance by introducing elements into the process of designing that 
consciously draw the designer in two directions. If conventionally, in creative 
practice, the desire to deviate is moderated by the impulse to stabilise, then 
when a designer is figuring I would propose that this negotiation is inten-
tionally disrupted by a call to wrestle with both impulses in the one move. 
Fig. 10 (p141)

I had been working on this visual essay by myself for a 
few days. And I was struggling. As an essayist I wrestled 
with the desire to offer an explicit diagram about the 
design process, while recognising that there was no one 
model. As a practitioner-researcher I was challenged by 
materially and visually attempting to capture the ideas 
my co-author and I were exploring in a written paper, 
while simultaneously trying to understand exactly what 
our position was. I felt a need to think through what I was 
trying to represent, while believing that it would only 
be through making a move that the design conversation 
could really begin. At every turn I was being pulled in two 
directions – to explore and to explain. Still. I was sitting 
in front of the computer with my co-author critiquing 
the latest iteration of the diagram and it was clear 
that the tentative, yet detailed marks I had made were 
provocative if nothing else. Usually, as a designer I would 
fake an answer if someone asked what I had intended to 
communicate with a particular gesture. Yet, somewhere in 
the space between my lack of certainty about what I was 
proposing and my collaborators’ propensity to put forth 
an interpretation, we were having a great conversation 
about what the background grid could represent. 
The ambiguity was requiring us to critically reflect 
upon the extent to which the grid might map a methodical 
strategic approach to designing or whether the crosses 
simply represented points of intersection where the 
identified strategies stopped to evaluate the situation. 
The open-ended nature of negotiating these different 
interpretations not only led to refined iterations of the 
essay, just as a conventional critique would, but they 
also offered me a more explicit understanding of how I 
envisaged the process of designing.
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negotiating the space between speculation and Reflection 
Over the course of the research case study, visualising has come to repre-
sent a way of thinking with and through design – a generative space that is 
in a constant, recursive process of proposition and reflection. In addition to 
putting forth a new role for me and potentially other communication de-
signers, this insight has led to a newfound appreciation for the negotiative 
nature of design practice. Even though theorists have credited designing 
as an act of “making continual adjustment and attunement…through the 
continual process of positing possibilities” (Dilnot 2004, p10), I have previ-
ously conceived of the negotiating-to-disclose-potential as having a limited 
function. The conversation between the theoretical discourse and my prac-
tice allowed me to more fully understand the capacity of design to negoti-
ate the needs of the subject, the limits of the possible and transformative 
action (p11). Locating this insight in design literature, I was further able to 
perceive how central the idea of negotiation/mediation is to identifying the 
contribution of design for navigating the incommensurable.
 The elusive design praxis subject of the visual essays and the dynamic 
institutional change subject of the visualisation studies require me as the 
designer-researcher to navigate unfamiliar territory. This positions the visu-
alisations as a collective space for learning, the protracted space for reflec-
tion coming from the designer giving form to the not-yet-known material 
of the exploratory visualisation. In this way, the reflection-on-action of the 
proposition diagram has the potential to illuminate the designer’s tacitly 
understood ability to negotiate the space between reflection and specu-
lation. In understanding a designer’s expertise to propose-a-solution-to-
evaluate-a-situation, it becomes possible to consider how this might offer a 
strategy for driving the in-depth reflection of the practitioner-researcher.
 In addition to the internal negotiation of designing, there is also the 
potential for inviting the research audience into the process of interpreting 
the visualisations for themselves. The insights into the process of figuring, 
revealed by the reflection-on-action, help me to see the democratic learn-
ing space the visualisations offer. This is because the emphasis on being 
unsettled is often about intentionally avoiding conclusions. This desire to 
not fix what the visualisations are communicating keeps open the possi-
bility of different interpretations, so that through discussion the potential 
of unforeseen perspectives can be proposed and critiqued. The cognitive 
value of the visualisations is therefore wedded to their capacity to engage 
the audience to negotiate their own understanding of the visual essay’s 
subject or the visualisation’s academic proposition. 
Fig. 11 (p145)
NEGOTIATING
DESIGN PRACTICE
The PhD acknowledges the dual forces that motivate a design-oriented research practice of 
designing, writing and framing. The case study highlights that by understanding ‘negotiating’ 
as a critical part of the design process a strategy is presented for deepening a practitioner- 
researcher’s reflection. In manipulating these dualities the project proposes a methodologi-
cal approach where research interventions are introduced to draw out the negotiations.Dualities in Design Research
NEGOTIATIVE ACT
The creative, critical act of 
working across and between
different modes of thinking. 
Creative Centripetal Push
Speculation-led Research
Solution Proposing Design Move  
Reflection-based Research
Analytical Centrifugal Pull
Critical Framing Research Move
I had just finished a PhD presentation where I reflected on 
the noticing-driven/grounded theory strategy that had 
challenged me to think of my ‘practice’ holistically. Until 
I had done the exercise I had understood my research 
to literally be the projects I had framed and proposed 
as visual essays. A juror jumped in to the discussion to 
describe how I had to stop ignoring the elephant in the 
room. He was adamant that the evolution of my professional 
communication design was key to understanding my 
research. Feeling like he had missed the point I turned to 
the other jurors, only to have them nod in confirmation. 
The material evidence of the pin-up made it hard to ignore 
the role my workplace visualisation studies had had on my 
research, yet to acknowledge this was to also challenge my 
preconceptions of how research should be formally framed 
and disseminated. 
As I listened to a second juror assert that the real 
relevance of the research lay in the new model of 
communication design the professional work modelled, 
I felt simultaneously exhausted and exonerated. I knew 
that if I were to draw out the insights the jury was 
repeating back to me, it would mean rethinking my whole 
thesis argument. But I also could see that the critics were 
reaffirming my long-held belief that there is much to be 
learned from everyday professional practice if examined 
through a critical framework. 
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2.4 the Reflective conversations  
of Practice-led Research
the Practitioner-researcher 
This chapter asserts how the case study’s practice of figuring repeatedly 
triggers new understandings of the practice of designing. Figuring, as a 
form of critical thinking through action, works with a notion of productive 
disturbance to ultimately deepen the designer-researcher’s conversation 
with the situation. This design-led take on enquiry presents an approach 
to research whereby practitioners can design their way to discovering new 
understandings.
 The fresh perspectives generated by this design-oriented approach in-
vite new ways of seeing the specific research situation. The consequence 
is that new perspectives can expose the limitations of one’s current base 
understandings of design. It is a threatening experience to have such core 
beliefs contested; yet repeated challenges to my perspective have resulted 
in illuminating new possibilities and potential for practice. 
 Here I introduce a series of anecdotes to illustrate the different ways 
that my methodological approach has challenged my preconceptions. 
These have subsequently led to new perspectives, revealing newfound un-
derstandings of design praxis. A text and image narrative focuses on the 
different ways insights are triggered and new understandings are brought 
into being. Three of the narratives note the conversations I have had as a 
designer creating work; the other three document my reflections as a prac-
titioner-researcher in conversation with the broader research project. The 
narrative is loosely in chronological order and yet many of the ideas first 
emerged as small insights, only over time coming to be recognised as ob-
servations worthy of attention. The narrative thread attempts to isolate the 
small insights that have triggered significant shifts in my perspective, while 
illustrating the extent to which those insights are interconnected. Together, 
these reflective conversations and the insights they continue to elicit have 
had a significant impact on the direction of my research project.
RESEARcH PRESENTATION #2 / cONvERSATION 
BETWEEN RESEARcHER AND THE AUDIENcE 
Final Presentation
Critique 2
Critique 3
Production Confirmed
Critique 1
Return Brief & Quote
Brief
Final Artwork
CompletedNEGOTIATED PROCESS*
*Designers negotiate with 
Clients a process and 
timeline that allows space 
for speculation and critique.
UNFAMILIAR +++++++++++++++++ KNOWN +++++++++++++++++ UNFAMILIAR
Early on, at a formal review of my PhD, 
I made my case for why working to the 
visual literacy of designers meant that 
visual essays were an appropriate mode 
for disseminating research. A philosophy 
critic productively questioned this 
assumption by pointing out that by my 
own recounting of the situation, the 
value of the visual essays appeared to 
come from critique and discussion. He 
asserted the role negotiation plays in 
design and lamented how unaware of this 
designers appeared to be.
Material Thinking Visual Thinking
Material Thinking
Visual Thinking
Conceptual Thinking Strategic Thinking
Conceptual Thinking
Strategic Thinking
Integrated Thinking
Situated Thinking
Integrated Thinking
Situated Thinking
FORM-DRIVEN
DESIGN-THINKING DIAGRAM
IDEATION-DRIVEN
PROJECT-DRIVEN
Going into the project I believed that the 
material/visual contribution of design 
was key to rethinking the dissemination 
of design research. In externalising a 
full account of the process of designing 
– not just presenting the visual essay – 
it became apparent that my perspective 
was blind to the role that verbal 
negotiation plays in designing. This 
moment underscores the extent to which I 
was working from hunches and not really 
listening to the back talk. As a designer 
I was more attentive to the conversation 
with the design and needed to engage 
more directly in conversation with 
the broader situation. This limitation 
has confirmed for me the value of 
practitioners having a comprehensive 
understanding of the agency of design. 
In later presentations when I’ve called 
out the transactional, negotiated aspect 
of design thinking, the concept has 
clearly resonated with practitioners 
– even if they had previously only 
tacitly understood this as part of their 
design expertise. This demonstrates 
the potential for, and the importance 
of, recasting the designer’s artefact-
oriented understanding of practice.
BlOG ENTRY #241 / cONvERSATION BETWEEN 
RESEARcHER AND THE SITUATION
In the beginning my blog was simply 
a place to jot down ideas – more a 
place for critical contemplation than 
rigorous reflection. The performative 
yet intimate nature of blogging feels 
familiar since it reminds me of my 
decade-long experience of writing a 
journal and the acculturated studio 
practice of critiquing work as a 
designer and educator. Over time I have 
come to appreciate, and ultimately rely 
on, the way in which the blog promotes 
an integrated conversation with the 
broader situation of my practice and 
the surrounding discourse. Initially, 
I wanted to dismiss the increasing 
number of blog entries as simply 
procrastination, since it allowed me 
to keep playing with ideas rather than 
getting on with making new work. As a 
designer I appreciated that the insights 
revealed by trying to write down my 
tacit understandings of practice 
served to improve the next iteration 
of visualisations. Yet I defended this 
to myself by casting the act of blogging 
as being as speculative as designing. 
I still resisted acknowledging the full 
value of blogging. 
Blogging has provided a comfortable 
place where I can tentatively theorise, 
which in turn requires me to find a 
vocabulary for my ideas. Yet, initially 
I was as blind to the central role 
blogging was playing in declaring the 
agency of the visualisations as I was 
to the limitations of communication 
design. This was the first time the 
research experience challenged me 
to recognise the limitations of design 
practice. It proposed a direct threat 
to my most basic understanding. At that 
point in the research, my practice-
oriented worldview was committed to 
the dissemination of the research 
aligning with the visual literacy of the 
research audience. In acknowledging 
the role of blogging in my own research, 
I have had to dismiss an original hunch 
of this PhD and subsequently rethink 
the direction of research project. Five 
years later, the final case study has 
come to model what this dissertation 
argues for: respect for the ways that 
non-design strategies can complement 
the reflection, translation and 
communication of the knowing that 
practitioner-led research proposes.
Discipline Responsive Programs and Structure
discipline clustered 
administrative 
leadership 
thematic 
administrative
leadership
} }
discipline clustered 
administrative 
leadership 
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administrative
leadership
} }
vISUAlISATION STUDY #1 / cONvERSATION 
BETWEEN THE DESIGNER AND THE AUDIENcE 
OPTION 1  
Research 
Field 
Privileged
Key Challenge
The large number of faculty projects 
that won’t fall under the prioritized fields
When sharing early iterations of how we 
might rethink the school curriculum with 
other design educators, I was struck by 
how little my colleagues tried to read 
what I had intended the diagram to say, 
immediately beginning to offer their own 
interpretations. My frustration quickly 
diminished when I became engaged by 
the opportunistic potential proposed 
by their misinterpretations and the 
subsequent speculations that the 
discussion provoked.
In the beginning this was just an initial 
insight triggered by a professional 
experience. Yet as I have consciously 
explored the idea further in the visual 
essays, I am challenged to reconsider my 
implicit understanding of the function 
of diagrams. I have stopped assuming 
that the intended meaning of a diagram 
is the most important one. Presented 
with this newfound perspective, I can 
recognise the productive potential of 
designing ambiguous communication 
that intentionally elicits readings 
alternative to my own. The possibilities 
this new perspective represents 
have liberated me from the limitation 
of communicating a fixed position. 
learning from the arts, my perspective 
has shifted from thinking in terms 
of ‘communication’ to embracing 
‘interpretation’. And, in embracing 
multiple readings, a new central role for 
the audience is defined.
vISUAl ESSAY #3 / cONvERSATION BETWEEN 
DESIGNER AND THE DESIGN PRAcTIcE
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When designing the third visual essay 
on design thinking, I became aware of 
the increased mental focus it required 
compared to my regular design work. The 
design challenge stems from processing 
how a theorist’s philosophical writings 
might be visually translated to align 
with my experiential understanding 
of designing. I tacitly understood 
the writer’s position, but at times 
my understanding seemed beyond 
not just explication but also visual 
representation. Trying to move away 
from expressionistic mark-making 
toward the diagram, I have recognised 
the purchase of a visual language 
that has allowed me to deepen my 
interrogation by temporarily fixing a 
position. 
This insight challenges the assumption 
that I need to ‘know’ what I am 
communicating before I begin designing 
– which presents the possibility that 
I can learn through designing. My 
new perception allows me to value 
the designer’s speculative move as 
a valid strategy for reflecting upon 
and interrogating the unknown as 
an end in itself – not just a tool for 
preliminary states of designing. 
This in turn promotes the value and 
validity of designer-researchers 
deploying the process of designing as 
an inquisitive method for researching 
unfamiliar terrain. This shift in 
perspective proposes that designing can 
intentionally manipulate a speculative 
approach to exploring the unfamiliar, 
in turn sparking the possibility of a 
speculation-led approach to reflecting. 
Specifically, this understanding 
discloses the potential of visualising 
for tentatively communicating a 
practitioner’s previously tacit knowing. 
vISUAl AUDIT PIN-UP #3 / cONvERSATION 
BETWEEN RESEARcHER AND THE RESEARcH 
PRAcTIcE 
I came to this research exercise half-
heartedly. Although I gathered together 
all the material I associated with my 
practice over the past years, I was still 
sceptical that half the printouts in my 
hands would be relevant for an exercise 
firmly about my research. My first pass 
at sorting the work simply served to code 
the material as I already perceived it: 
I placed the visual essays in one column 
and the professional practice and 
teaching material away from the essays 
that I understood as being my ‘research’. 
The next pass paid more attention to all 
the diagrams I had done for research 
presentations – diagrams that looked 
undeniably similar to the diagrams I had 
done as part of my professional practice. 
Already lines were being blurred. By 
the third pass, I invested more in the 
process itself and consciously tried to 
let go of my preconceptions. By the fourth 
pass I had not only come to literally 
‘see’ the connections between the 
research visual essays and the not-yet-
recognised professional visualisation 
studies, but I had also come to love the 
exercise.
Grounded theory refers to a research 
methodology by which a researcher 
can frame and reframe his or her 
‘data’ until a theory begins to emerge 
that makes sense of the material 
being investigated. This exercise, 
which integrates techniques behind 
grounded theory and the discipline of 
noticing, was designed to ensure that 
my interpretations of the research 
were grounded in practice — and the 
‘findings’ seemed to suggest I had 
been unable to see the bigger picture. 
Interestingly, even though the exercise 
led to a complete reframing of my 
research project, this was not because 
it challenged my base understandings 
but rather because it allowed me to 
critically see the project from another 
perspective. By now I had already come 
to appreciate that design can learn 
from other reflective methods of enquiry 
and I had become comfortable with 
exercises contesting my orientation. 
The groundwork preceding this exercise 
granted me the openness to push to the 
side my earlier assumptions and examine 
closely the new ways of seeing presented. 
As a consequence I have a richer 
appreciation of what practitioner-
researchers can gain from adapting 
methods from other fields.
PROFESSIONAl PRESENTATION #3 / 
cONvERSATION BETWEEN DESIGNER  
AND THE SITUATION 
I have tacitly recognised that the 
visualisations created at work are 
related to my PhD. The problem is that 
I explicitly understand the visual 
essays to be about visualising design 
knowing, and that has nothing to do with 
my day job. Still, I find myself, yet again, 
observing my colleagues’ reactions as 
they engage with the diagrams. This 
is the fourth time we have done this 
presentation and even though all the 
other meetings have been successful, 
it is obvious that this presentation, to 
the history and theory faculty, is not 
going so well. The anecdotal feedback 
I get from this meeting is distinctly 
different than from my studio-based 
colleagues. Whereas the design faculty 
embrace the openness of the diagrams, 
the humanities faculty admonish the 
opacity of the diagrams. And even though 
I call it a ‘research blog,’ I once again 
find myself reflecting on a professional 
encounter – this time considering the 
nuanced ways different disciplines 
might engage with the ambiguity 
embedded within the diagrams.
University Media Network
NEW SCHOOL
MILANO
SOCIAL RESEARCH
LANG
In the end my interpretation of the 
purchase of the visual language I am 
developing has largely been formed 
in conversation with my professional 
practice — not the practice space I 
originally understood to be my research 
practice. I believe this is because the 
workplace visualisations, unlike the 
visual essays, are presented in context. 
The public sharing of the work achieves 
a real-world, situated reading of the 
pitfalls and purchase of figuring as an 
approach to business communication. 
The human interactions of the applied 
practice space draw attention to a 
different kind of reflective chatter 
than the academic writing I have done 
in relation to the visual essays. Once I 
came to explicitly understand the two 
practices as equally relevant, I have 
also come to see how the deep reflection 
of the visual essays’ research practice 
complement the critical observations 
and prolific generation of work 
undertaken in the professional practice 
space.
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chapter summary
Chapman, upon completing a practice-based PhD underscores the impor-
tance of making and the role of the artefact:
The intellectual strategy for “discovery” in the creative arts appears to 
be one in which material is brought forward for analysis, discussion 
and reflection, through making, rather than through observation or 
reason. Indeed this is perhaps what gives it its cultural significance…
Artefacts are not merely central in terms of outcomes, they are central 
to the very realisation of outcomes (Scrivener 2004, n.pag). 
The design-oriented approach of this PhD does not refute Chapman’s in-
sight, but focuses on the supporting strategies required to perform the 
analysis, discussion and reflection Chapman references. As an example the 
act of narrating the reflective conversations of the practitioner-researcher 
is used to underscore how instrumental a simple shift in perspective was 
for my research. These conversations illustrate that research is often deter-
mined by the granular, reflective moments sparked by a comment from a 
critic, a reflective conversation through blogging, or an audience member’s 
critique. These discursive interventions – which can happen on a variety 
of levels in response to a range of activities – make visible possibilities and 
limitations that might otherwise go unrecognised. 
 In evaluating the potential of an approach to research, it becomes criti-
cal to acknowledge the need for discursive spaces and reflective strategies 
that facilitate this deep level of engaged noticing. 
 The case study puts forth a model of how a graphic designer can visu-
ally explore aspects of design praxis (the visual essays) and the utility of 
designing for exploring new ideas (the visualisation studies). My reflective 
conversation with the research situation of the case study presents practice 
observations and insights that can be translated into a workable under-
standing of figuring. The experience of designing and sharing the diagrams 
reveals their implicit value, but the layers of reflective conversations with 
the audience and the research situation have led me to question how I de-
sign and how others engage with the visualisations. 
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This chapter details the methods that drive the research. If chapter two 
focused on the ‘action’ component then this chapter narrates the ‘research’ 
component by introducing the critical framework that links the various 
reflective strategies. These research interventions into the design-led orien-
tation of the visualisation projects play a key role in structuring the reflec-
tion, on and in practice (Schön 1983).
 Scrivener describes how “each institution’s approach to practice-based 
research is in essence an experiment and both the advocates and partici-
pants in the experiment need to engage critically and reflectively with all 
of its aspects” (2004 n.pag, my emphasis). Addressing the need for the de-
sign community to be investigating the potential and pitfalls of research 
through practice, this chapter undertakes two levels of reflection. The first 
level accounts for how the case study was undertaken – by auditing and 
reviewing the research methods. This narrative assesses the utility of dif-
ferent tactics for disclosing new ideas about design praxis. Mindful of how 
the reflective strategies complement the process of designing, the first sec-
tions examine what these methods do. Taking the reflection up a level, 
the chapter moves to questioning not simply what the strategies do but 
what they achieve. The first level of reflection discloses the extent to which 
the multiplicity of perspectives is constructive, the second level proposes 
why the kaleidoscopic multiple method approach works for the designer-
researcher. Linking the importance of design as a negotiative act to Schön’s 
notion of back talk, the chapter concludes by contemplating the potential 
of research tactics to amplify the reflective chatter of design research.
In evaluating the research methods adopted, the assessment is always an-
chored by consideration for the audience. This leads to a modification of 
specific approaches to engage directly with the visual/material expertise of 
the designer. In addition an evaluation of research methods strives to con-
sider how the overall research program can support the co-evolution of the 
research problem and proposition as a consequence of engaging in a mate-
rial conversation with the research situation (Schön 1983). This bias toward 
engaging the design educator interested in practice-led research draws at-
tention to the motivation behind the third key research question: which re-
search tactics and strategies might encourage a practitioner to more deeply 
reflect on and share his or her tacit understandings of design? 
I was stuck. I knew that I had to begin my penultimate 
presentation with a clear, decisive framing of what I 
understood the conceptual framework for the research 
project to be. But every time I tried to fix it as one thing, 
I wanted to counter that it was also about something else. 
In my blog I would regularly find myself describing the 
point of some post as ‘the core’ of my research, or ‘the 
foundation’, or what the research was ‘ultimately’ about 
… the problem was that the central tenet of the thesis 
was always in flux. This reminded me of how, in casual 
conversation, I would find myself offering different 
one-sentence pitches of what my research was about – 
depending on whether the person was a designer, an 
educator or a communication designer. 
For the presentation I focused on the idea of multiple 
lenses. This led me to conceptually frame the experience 
of researching as being like playing with a kaleidoscope, 
with me forever seduced into changing the topic with 
every subtle shift in thinking. Still. later I remembered 
a novel I had read that was completely written up as 
first chapters. What I recalled was how instead of feeling 
confused, the multiple ways into the narrative provided a 
richer understanding of the woman’s life than if her story 
had only been told from one point of view.
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3.1 the multi-faceted Profile  
of Design-oriented Research 
This research project has led me to recognise the value of practice-led re-
search to understanding and refining my own professional mastery. On 
multiple occasions, I have noticed the influence of this communication 
design research on my studio practice and my teaching. Yet, for reasons 
already mentioned in the research rationale I chose to use the grounded 
communication design projects as the means-to-an-end for exploring the 
potential of practitioner-led research. Even though this research engaged 
in the broader domain of design, the practice-led approach ensured that it 
directly influenced my practice as an academic administrator and research-
er. However, the objective of this research requires that I consider the re-
search beyond the influence it has on my own practice and challenges me 
to interpret the research experience in a way that might inform others 
understandings of design practice.
 As a practitioner, I have been reflecting on the design process involved 
in the case study, while additionally reflecting on how I am thinking and 
acting as a researcher. This calls for micro-reflection on what the case study 
discloses about the process and practice of design, and macro-reflection 
on how the research approach facilitates broader insights about design re-
search itself. In order to engage in these multiple tiers of reflective activity 
I needed to both maximise my reflective designer skills and also introduce 
new analytic tools. 
 The design experience is one that, for many, is already concerned with 
multiple readings, multiple possibilities and holding multiple ideas at 
once. Embracing the multiplicity of design practice, I have developed a re-
search program that supports multiple practice spaces, research methods 
and modes for communicating the research. This chapter discusses why all 
these elements are key to the model of design-oriented research embodied 
in the case study. 
3.1.1  
multiple Phases and multiple methods
The case study reveals that the negotiations of creative practice can be am-
plified to create a more discursive space for reflection. This new under-
standing highlights the value of the propositional act of designing being in 
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constant conversation with the more explicitly contemplative act of writing 
or verbalising. Even though the visualisations of the case study work with 
a range of design-based strategies to heighten the interrogative agency of 
designing (namely, the proposition diagram and the practice of figuring) a 
more extensive toolkit of exercises is required if the case study insights are 
to advance more than my own understandings of design practice.
 Returning to the four-part research cycle of propose > make > discuss > 
reflect, it becomes possible to quickly evaluate at what phase in this cycle 
research insights emerge. The case study can be characterised by the fol-
lowing research cycle: proposing a multi-faceted research program; mak-
ing visualisations across diverse contexts; engaging peers to discuss the rel-
evance of the insights; then reflecting on what this means for the research 
project and the next design move. It is worth noting that many of the new 
understandings that emerged did so during the ‘discuss’ and ‘reflect’ phases 
of this cycle. Yet that is in part simply because they point to the more dis-
cretely discursive phases of the research experience. The cyclical nature of 
returning to propose and make more visualisations underscores that the 
situated design experience will always play a critical role in informing re-
search outcomes. In this way, the design artefacts are always in conversa-
tion with and often frame the discursive acts. 
 Given these different phases of research activity, a range of research 
strategies are required. I have referred throughout this dissertation to the 
multiple-method approach of the research, in part because I began as 
such an advocate for a very design-biased approach. But for all the obvi-
ously new methods tried – for example, the grounded theory – it has also 
been a revelation to closely examine the design experience and recognise 
how everyday practitioner activities such as presenting and critiquing de-
sign work present highly discursive spaces for sharing and corroborating 
new observations. 
 Yet through the research experience I also came to recognise the value of 
stepping outside my comfort zone and working with methods that seemed 
at times to draw on expertise antithetical to my own. Given that my disaf-
fection for academic writing and reading influenced my initial interest in 
liberating the practitioner-researcher from writing, it has been important 
to find a way to not suffer through the whole experience of writing the 
research papers and the dissertation. However, by perceiving writing as a 
potentially discursive, open-ended and propositional practice has allowed 
me to find a way into writing. 
 The diagram below emerged from a noticing-driven visual exercise 
where I deployed the coding practices of grounded theory research to clas-
sify the activities undertaken in support of the PhD in a variety of ways. 
The different ways of grouping and visualising the activities informed the 
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discussion in this chapter. This includes more than just the primary meth-
ods; it provides a list of everyday activities that would otherwise go unseen, 
such as supervisory conversations and design critiques. This particular dia-
gram revealed the rhythm of the PhD over the period of eight years.
 
Grounded Diagram I: fig. 12 (p179)
3.1.2  
multiple Frames and multiple Perspectives
Working across and between multiple research activities calls for a re-
searcher to embrace the challenge of repeatedly seeing the work anew. 
This negotiation of various modes of inquiry is perhaps most evident in 
the case study when conceiving of how to present the work to others for 
critique. The deliberative act of designing hybrid text/image artefacts to 
communicate the research with others underscored the extent to which 
the various multiple approaches were essentially about framing multiple 
perspectives. This suggests that in adopting a multi-modal approach for the 
research presentations a practitioner-researcher can productively generate 
new ways to reflect upon his or her research – and offer different ways into 
the research for the audience. 
 Designers tend to consider a ‘problem’ from the perspective that there is 
no single answer – only possible solutions. To this end, designers use their 
evaluations of a design proposition as a strategy for opening up the design 
situation.  The cognitive expertise required to evaluate these possible solu-
tions calls for the designer to be skilled at holding in his or her mind mul-
tiple considerations of the situation (a range of contingencies, potential 
ideas, practical constraints, et cetera). This propensity to continue to put 
forward alternative propositions is an essential part of how the designer 
negotiates the process of reconciling the material, aesthetic, functional, so-
cial and/or economic conditions a design situation presents (Cross 2009, 
Lawson 2004). The point being made here is about the designer’s comfort 
with tackling a research project from multiple angles.
 The designer’s capacity to iteratively search for the right way to frame a 
project is a valuable skill to bring to researching when the subject is as un-
quantifiable as design praxis. Design-based methods provide a critical plat-
form by which to reflect upon the subject at hand, but it is the designer’s 
ability to exhaustively frame and reframe the design problem that allows 
for a comprehensive understanding of the design situation to emerge. It 
is not simply a question of oscillating between writing and designing that 
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provokes new insights; it is the private iteration of rewrites and work-in-
progress designs that allow a practitioner-researcher to consider his or her 
topic from multiple fronts. Ultimately, the exercise of coming at a design 
project, a conference paper or a research topic from various angles allows 
for new ways of seeing the design or research situation. My research experi-
ence suggests that it is the process of using multiple frames that leads me to 
clarify my own base understandings of design praxis. If a designer is already 
comfortable with recasting how he or she sees a design situation, then per-
haps it is also easier to accept a new interpretation of a visualisation or to 
shift his or her perspective on design within the research process. 
 The following diagram, the second to emerge from the grounded theory 
exercise of examining the research activities, highlights the different prac-
tice spaces and the pattern of designing, writing and framing activities. This 
visualisation of the activities shows how the visual essays and visualisation 
studies are supported by different activities, and yet both rely on the criti-
cal framework constructed by the institution. This diagram also reveals the 
parallel activities undertaken in my academic role that have given me fur-
ther pause to reflect and frame the potential of design research.
Grounded Diagram II: fig. 13 (p181)
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3.2 speculation, Reflection  
and the Process of negotiation
the ReseaRch inteRventions of Design-oRienteD ReseaRch
In chapter 1.5.1 I outline three categories of research activity – design-
ing, framing and writing – and chapter 2.5 touches on why my research 
program draws on a range of different research activities to ensure the 
research topic is explored from multiple perspectives. This section more 
closely examines these categories of research, identifying the individual 
contribution each presents for interrogating design practice.
 For a research project to commit to a design-oriented approach, it is im-
portant that: the questions emerge from practice; the practitioner-educa-
tor is understood to be the primary audience; and the theoretical positions 
are always informed by design experiences. Complementing this privileg-
ing of design, reflection-based strategies also play a critical role in helping 
the researcher to generate interpretations of the design experience. Findeli 
underscores the necessary step in project-grounded research to step back 
from the practice experience “in order to carry out the ‘conversational’ ac-
tivity necessary both for validation and communication” (1999, p111). 
 The grounded theory diagrams of this chapter illustrate the potential 
designing can play in even this late phase of interpreting and making sense 
of the research. Yet, even though this research values the integration of sev-
eral modes in the one activity (such as diagram that includes a short text, 
or the visual/verbal interaction of a presentation), I found it constructive 
to somewhat artificially distinguish between the reflection-based exercises 
and the design projects. This conceptual framework allowed me to recog-
nise that, in part, it was the conversation between the framing and writing 
exercises and my design work that differentiates this research from the pro-
fessional practice of a reflective designer. 
 This section documents how a research program can amplify the cre-
ative tension between the performative and qualitative approaches to en-
quiry. The designing-based activities allow for a propositional, possibilities-
driven approach to exploring a research topic and noticing insights that 
may resonate with other practitioners. The writing-based methods call for 
an explicit vocabulary and clear analysis by which to articulate and share 
the practice insights. The framing-based activities deploy multi-modal strat-
egies for negotiating the conceptual frame by which the insights could be 
presented to invite discussion. Together, these three approaches promote a 
creative and rigorous process for research. 
I have to concede that my research blog was the single 
most instrumentally valuable research tool I discovered 
as a practitioner-researcher. I say this reluctantly 
because this research began with an uncritical standoff 
between the value of images in contrast to the written 
word. My key argument lay in the conviction that the 
visual literacy of the design educator ensured that the 
visual dissemination of research would resonate with the 
research audience. My blind spot with respect to writing 
had not allowed me to think about what I might get from the 
experience of having to write about my research. Still. 
I found myself turning to my blog more and more, and not 
simply as a place to upload precedents or jot down ideas to 
explore in my practice. With the back talk from the studio-
practice becoming more pronounced and the research 
ideas more complex, I needed a focused place where I could 
still my ideas. I needed a place devoid of the seductive, 
possibilities-driven distraction of design practice. 
In many ways, blogging worked because it presented a 
designerly practice of writing that seemed unlike my 
experiences with formal academic writing. The blog was 
somewhere I could speculatively propose into the virtual 
space of writing, to critically and intuitively reflect 
on the ideas I was working through. This speculation-led 
approach to reflection seemed familiar because it felt 
like a written practice of figuring.
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3.2.1  
Designing, writing, Framing 
For this design-oriented approach to research, the conversations between 
the design and writing exercises are central. The design-inflected action re-
search cycle ensures that all the research activities are regularly in conver-
sation with each other. This is distinctly different from research approaches 
that frame a theoretical position first and then produce design work in 
response, or undertake the design work and then write up an exegesis in 
response. The cyclical interactions of the project grant a particular kind 
of momentum whereby, at the end of each phase, the practitioner is moti-
vated to either make more work in response to the discussion or discuss the 
work recently made. In this way, the design-oriented approach presented 
within this research does not simply operate from the middle ground be-
tween designing and writing, but from a position where the integrated ac-
tivities ensure a multi-modal way of framing and refining the thesis. 
 The following paragraphs extrapolate from my research experience to 
propose ways in which the interventions of design-oriented research can 
shape a multi-faceted research program. This framework is based on reflec-
tions of my experience. Consistent with this thesis I recognise that other 
practitioner-researchers are likely to interpret the potential of this case 
study differently. Yet, as a designer I am compelled to at least put forth 
a proposal of how a design-oriented research set of methods might be 
framed – if only so other practitioner-researchers can consider how they 
might reframe things in relation to their own experience and understand-
ings. Specifically, I propose how the designing, writing, framing approaches 
serve different research objectives when it comes to insight generation, ne-
gotiating discussion, perspective shifting, corroborating the research and 
forming new understandings of practice. 
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PRoPosing into the unknown:  
visual essays anD visualisation stuDies
The design research projects provided the central activity for topic inter-
rogation. Often the substance of what the research contributes is shaped 
by the ‘discuss’ and ‘reflect’ phase of the research cycle. Yet, the iterative 
process of always returning to generate further work is how the design 
work maintains its ongoing conversation with the researcher and the re-
search audience. Although I continue to recognise design practice as more 
propositional an activity than framing or writing, my objective is to push 
it to be a more critically reflective experience than that often afforded 
by professional practice. My model of design-oriented research proposes 
the merits of the designer creating a more reflective practice experience 
by heightening the everyday negotiations of practice. In attending to the 
granular decisions of each design move, the back talk between the design 
experience and the designer-researcher will be more apparent and provide 
the researcher with a way in to noticing the more tacit understandings of 
practice. Design-oriented research seeks to promote a discursive engage-
ment with the design projects, therefore valuing the researcher produc-
ing work in multiple contexts. The potential of working in more than one 
practice space supports feedback from different audiences and provides 
comparative contexts by which to evaluate the possibilities and limitations 
of the designs.
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visualising a ReseaRch aRgument:  
Dissemination DiagRams
The visual dissemination of design-oriented research presents a design 
space that is the visual equivalent of dissertation writing. The objective of 
the dissemination diagram, inserted throughout this document, is to visu-
ally represent the key ideas of this thesis. Given that this activity happens 
late in the research process, it is less exploratory and more focused on expli-
cating the research than furthering the interrogation. However, the process 
of visually articulating the research outcomes can complement the written 
exercise, as it provides an alternative mode or perspective by which to clar-
ify the substantive contribution of the research. A distinctly different ex-
perience to the crafting of a linear argument, the diagrams call for teasing 
out a series of key points. The process of designing diagrams that seek to 
pin down and explain (distinct from the process of a proposition diagram) 
requires the practitioner-researcher to have a keen understanding of the 
topic, while productively exposing fissures in the thesis being articulated. 
The multi-modal negotiation of integrating text and image into the dis-
semination material can further challenge the researcher to see the thesis 
from multiple perspectives, while signposting – rather than prescribing – a 
way for the audience to read the dissemination artefact.
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sketching a Discussion:  
blog wRiting
The significance of a research blog depends on how a designer constructs 
his or her research program. The blog can provide an excellent tool for rec-
onciling activities across multiple practice spaces and directing the insights 
generated by different research activities. This capacity to survey a whole 
project supports an ongoing negotiation of the research project’s internal 
coherence: an essential role when managing a multi-faceted research pro-
gram. In addition, the sketch-like informality of the space can make the 
researcher comfortable with beginning to work through ill-formed theo-
retical propositions by just beginning to write. Akin to imagining a design 
solution before fully comprehending the situation, a blog entry presents 
a way to dive in and critique the proposition through the process of writ-
ing. Often the speculation-led approach to reflecting will disclose a greater 
understanding of the provisional insights, even if the experience calls for 
the researcher to back away from – or opportunistically revise – his or her 
original proposition. The blog can represent the first move to externally 
verifying the research observations by listening to the conversations be-
tween the designer and the design projects and tentatively proposing how 
the designer might begin to make concrete the insights disclosed by the 
projects. 
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Fixing a vocabulaRy:  
acaDemic PaPeRs
The process and objective of academic writing presents an invaluable 
method for explicating the ideas that emerge from research. However, with 
respect to practitioner-led research, the intellectual challenge of building 
a consistent theoretical argument is further complicated by the need to 
translate an experiential studio-based experience into written words and 
extrapolating how the situated experience may be generalised so as to be 
relevant to others. Even though early phases of writing can be propositional 
and expansive, the contribution from the final draft seems predominantly 
about fixing a vocabulary in order to make more concrete observations 
of the design research experience. The integrated activity of situating the 
research in relation to the literature introduces the practitioner to theo-
retical frameworks that support the act of naming research insights. The 
designer’s writing, the domain’s literature, and the provisional frameworks 
proposed by the practitioner, can all be understood as the written equiva-
lent of diagrams: helping the researcher to draw, stake out the research 
topic, and temporarily pin down his or her ideas long enough to share 
them with others.
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the meta-conveRsation:  
DisseRtation wRiting
Dissertation writing is an activity that explicitly asks the practitioner to 
survey the landscape of his or her research project: the design projects, 
the methods adopted, the insights shared and the contribution the new 
perspectives propose for others. This exhaustive and comprehensive ac-
tivity consistently pushes the researcher to develop a concise language by 
which to pin down the research argument and, as importantly, the research 
narrative. More than just descriptions of the project experience, design-
oriented research challenges the researcher to theoretically translate and 
corroborate his or her practice-led insights to ensure they reveal more than 
the specifics of the design situation. In contrast to the other research inter-
ventions, the final draft of a dissertation may seem the most challenging 
activity given its more singular, centripetal pull towards fixing. Yet the vari-
ous iterations of the dissertation can be acknowledged for the critical role 
they play in attending to the conversation with the research situation and 
exploring ways to ultimately structure the research project.
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FRaming the DiscuRsive sPace:  
ReseaRch PResentations
Echoing the critique culture of studio practice, the opportunity to present 
work to others was a familiar discursive exercise. Yet the discipline of pre-
paring a structured presentation for formal review to critics, or at research 
conferences to a room of peers, requires a deeper commitment to the pro-
cess of reflecting on and framing the narrative of the research. In a research 
context the presentations are central to the process of testing and refining 
the resonance of the designer’s research insights for others. For design-ori-
ented research, the key to maximising the presentation space is to ensure 
that the performance of the presentation structures the discursive space. 
The goal is twofold: to frame a narrative for the research that establishes a 
clear way into discussing the insights, while simultaneously not prescribing 
the outcomes in a way that shuts down the opportunity for the audience 
to provide unforeseen observations or contest the interpretation of the in-
sights. The practitioner’s individual expertise, whether it be animation, in-
teraction design or 3D modelling, will shape his or her potential to harness 
the multi-modal nature of this discursive space. The objective is to weave 
design and writing-based material together into a conceptual framework 
that engages the audience to contemplate and contribute to the formation 
of the research insights. 
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FRaming the not-yet-known: 
gRounDeD DiagRams
The discipline of noticing and grounded theory allows a theoretical posi-
tion to emerge in response to the evidence that surfaces.  The discipline 
of noticing places more emphasis on the experience than the data – and 
in this way seems a particularly relevant method for making tacit beliefs 
more explicit. The design-led appropriation of this strategy (beginning with 
a studio pin-up and culminating in the grounded diagrams of this chapter) 
requires the designer-as-researcher to attend to the overly familiar by ob-
jectively coding his or her work, then sorting the insights that emerge into 
different categories. The iterative process of sorting and resorting a body 
of work into different categories (for example, by formal language, context 
produced, conceptual orientation, media) promotes a close examination 
of the design work. The grounded theory challenge to repeatedly reframe 
how the practice is classified (until a point of saturation is reached) calls on 
the practitioner to cast aside already established frames and to objectively 
see the work anew. The strategy presents a way for the researcher to step 
outside of his or her practice to see whether the experientially and theo-
retically driven insights are taking into account what the project work is re-
ally revealing, or whether they are simply disclosing what the practitioner 
set out to make evident.
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assessing the teRRain: 
Diagnostic DiagRams
Quick initial sketches present a useful tool for assessing content at differ-
ent phases of a research practice. Essentially operating as a conventional 
diagram, the diagnostic diagram presents a quick visual tool with which 
a researcher can provisionally fix elements within the project, as a way to 
get his or her head around the forces at play. The emphasis on diagnosis 
weights the experience toward attempts to audit or classify material to as-
sess what they may reveal about the terrain being examined. This tool may 
be as immediate as a diagram sketched in a notebook to frame relation-
ships between elements of the project, or a more elaborate exercise aimed 
at producing a comprehensive map or table of patterns the research is dis-
closing. The designer’s expertise in understanding the provisional elements 
of the diagram ensures that this process is one that can be in constant nego-
tiation, allowing new ways of seeing the material to be revealed over time.
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PRoPosing the solution: 
Final PRoject bRieFs
It seems counter-intuitive to suggest that practitioner-researchers could be-
gin by conceiving of final projects for a research project before they have 
a thorough understanding of the literature and precedents in the domain 
they are researching. And yet the act of projecting into the space at the end 
of the research, by writing up a brief for a final design project, can be a pro-
ductive framing exercise. By offering a different orientation to the framing 
activities that examine the work already done, the exercise of investing in 
defining the scope, audience and objectives of a design brief can reward the 
practitioner with a greater understanding of the domain being interrogat-
ed. Antithetical to the idea of beginning a research project by exhaustively 
reading the relevant literature, this exercise draws on a designer’s expertise 
at becoming informed about a situation by way of proposing a potential 
solution. Although it is a predominantly analytical written exercise, the 
conceptual frame being proposed ensures that the emphasis is on speculat-
ing where the research might go, in turn disclosing to the researcher the 
steps required to get there.
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3.2.2  
manipulating the Push and Pull of creative Practice
The communication design orientation of the case study focuses on the 
built-in slippage embodied in the disrupted visual language of the proposi-
tion diagram. However, what this research project can learn from ‘figuring’ 
extends beyond the graphic language of the practice spaces. The reflective 
research methods of the case study also help to make apparent the extent 
to which the agency of figuring lies in the discursive potential of a design 
process interested in temporarily-fixing-while-still-imagining. My analysis 
of the artefacts has led me to see how the value of fixing lies more in the 
process than the outcome, which in turn led me to realise that it might be 
a misguided ambition to fix an understanding of the design process, design 
thinking or how designers practice. 
 Further reflection into how I have navigated the case study design 
projects, with respect to the overall research program, has confirmed for 
me that research-through-design can be productively enhanced by com-
plementary research-into-design methods. The observation that turned 
around my original hunch was that this adoption of non-design strategies 
can be done with full respect for the attributes a practitioner brings to 
the research experience – not just literally by creating design artefacts, 
but by working with the way a designer acts and thinks. This designerly 
engagement revealed the ways in which speculation-led reflection can 
be suited to enquiry where the primary motivation is to work toward an 
understanding, as opposed to determining a fixed understanding. This 
ability to make knowledge secure while embracing the uncertainty of 
knowing reiterates the designer’s and the artefact’s potential to maintain 
a discursive state. 
 The insights the case study reveals about design practice have allowed 
me to further extrapolate from the research experience to tentatively theo-
rise about the potential of design-oriented research. In making explicit how 
the figuring of the proposition diagram worked, I put forward the theoreti-
cal proposition that troubling the creative tension of designing opens up a 
productive space for speculation-led reflection. I am interested in whether 
such an idea is transferable beyond the context of the proposition diagram. 
In parallel, the task of abstracting the situated experience of the visualisa-
tions has led me to notice the internal and verbal negotiations associated 
with various design acts. With these observations I ask what might come 
from taking the local, case study idea of speculation-led reflection and ap-
plying it to the negotiations of design-oriented research. 
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 Linking these two ideas, I have become conscious of how, experientially, 
the act of negotiating the reflective conversations of research often seems 
cognitively similar to the challenge of figuring a proposition diagram. 
Schön would account for this idea of seeing similarities between a new situ-
ation and a previous one as the way the reflective practitioner mines the 
repertoire of prior experiences to assess how to make his or her next move 
(1983). In grafting much of the same vocabulary and conceptual frame-
work used for figuring onto design-oriented research, I have come to see 
that writing can be equated to diagramming, and that the speculative ori-
entation of the design projects can be equated to the proposition drawing. 
 At first pass I simply theorised that the writing symbolised the centrip-
etal pull and the designing countered with the centrifugal push. It was only 
in beginning to sort the research activities into various different classifica-
tions – the grounded diagrams of this chapter – that I came to acknowledge 
that some of the research interventions resist this binary classification. In 
noting the activities on a continuum that positioned the more proposition-
al and design-led writing at one end and the highly reflective, more analyti-
cal writing at the other, I realised that the activities clustered to the middle 
of the continuum were also the more discursive. Upon closer examination 
I also observed that these activities not only produced the most explicit 
moments for advancing my own knowing and substantiating the knowing 
I shared with others, they were also primarily multi-modal activities. These 
are the exercises I classify here as ‘framing’ activities. Just like the inter-
nal negotiation of the proposition diagram, the experience of conceiving 
and delivering a research presentation, for example, requires negotiating a 
range of cognitive and material moves. Just as in one presentation, the ex-
ercise might require the research-in-progress to be framed and reframed as 
a verbal narrative, a list of bullet points, a few diagnostic diagrams and a se-
ries of open-ended questions. Navigating these different activities requires 
a cognitive crosschecking of the frames against each other that troubles 
the process of researching, much as negotiating the elements of the propo-
sition diagram does. Backing away from my earlier idea that the tension 
of design-oriented research was troubled by designing and writing, I can 
see the specific function of the more multi-modal encounters. This led me 
to see the framing activities as more accurately mirroring the protracted 
negotiation of figuring, in turn allowing me to tentatively propose a con-
ceptual framework for design-oriented research.
ꙮ
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The version of figuring teased out by the case study experience is made 
manifest through the reflective experience of designing with a drawing 
strategy that requires the designer to confidently assert what he or she 
does not yet know. Comparably, design-oriented research is driven by the 
incongruous act of the researcher attempting to externalise the tacitly un-
derstood insights that he or she is in the process of understanding. When 
it comes to the design projects, this is about integrating the proposition 
sketch’s speculative agency to put forward a new idea with the diagram’s ca-
pacity to temporarily fix these as-yet-unresolved ideas. The research equiva-
lent is to understand that the framing exercises call on the researcher to 
temporarily fix an understanding of the insights, while simultaneously in-
viting discussion on what the research might disclose. In echoing the way 
that the proposition diagram amplifies the investigation of the idea being 
explored, the negotiation of a multi-faceted research program proposes a 
similar disruption to the normal design process by sustaining the designer-
researcher’s attention to the reflections generated by the experiences.
 In considering the transferability of the knowing disclosed by the case 
study, with respect to how we might begin to understand a practitioner ap-
proach to researching design, I find it useful to examine the holes in the ar-
gument. As one example, the proposition diagram stresses the challenge of 
simultaneously negotiating the push and pull of practice, yet even though 
the research program juggles multiple research activities and perspectives, 
this is not necessarily done in one move. The process of working through 
how the act of figuring and researching might be similar has led me to 
recognise how figuring, as a strategy, turns up the volume on the chatter 
of reflective practice. This observation led me to ask whether the utility of 
both approaches might rest with the capacity to amplify back talk.
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3.3 amplifying the back talk
the Design aRteFacts, the PeeR auDience anD the 
ReseaRch PRogRam
Schön positions design as a model for reflective practice (1987, p157). Al-
though I agree that the practice of designing intrinsically draws on reflec-
tion-in-action, my experiences as a designer and educator lead me to believe 
that many designers are more predisposed to look forward to new possibili-
ties than to retrospectively examine what just happened. What I have been 
aiming to do with the approach to research laid out in this dissertation is 
show how the practitioner-researcher can engage in reflection-on-action as 
well as a reflective conversation with the overall research situation, not just 
the project at hand. The question then becomes how to enhance the reflec-
tive skills of a designer so he or she can be an effective researcher. 
 This section presents a framework for understanding how my model for 
design-oriented research recognises three different forms of reflective con-
versation. Building on Schön’s notion of reflective conversation between 
the designer and the design situation, and the material conversation with 
the design, my thesis highlights the importance of also establishing a con-
versation with the research audience.
 First, there is the notion of how the situation talks back. This focuses 
on the conversation between the designer and the situation, addressing 
how, in making a speculative move, the designer proposes into the virtual 
to evaluate the conditions, forces and agencies at play. In sensing his or 
her reactions to the proposition, the designer better evaluates the situa-
tion, enacting the process previously described as co-evolution of problem 
and solution (Cross 2007). Second, the design talks back. The conversation 
between the designer and the design works with the push and pull – from 
the known to the unknown – that is sparked by the material moves the de-
signer enacts. The back talk comes from the design expressing its “desires, 
capacities and resistances” (Tonkinwise 2007), exposing the inadequacy of 
the designer’s initial hunch and calling for iterations that allow the de-
signer and the design to work together to identify the next move (Schön 
1987). Third, there is the twofold engagement of inviting the audience to 
talk back. In verbalising the back talk of the conversation with the design, 
the designer communicates the creative leaps that were often negotiated 
privately and are not evident through prototyping, as well as respond to 
interpretations of the artefact that may differ from his or her own. By 
externalising the conversation with the situation, the designer invites the 
audience to engage with his or her interpretation of the problem/situa-
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tion, opening up unforeseen possibilities and further proposing potential 
next steps. 
 These conversations with the situation, design and audience, are what 
stop the designer short from simply executing ideas that he or she has al-
ready resolved in his or her head. The practice of figuring and a multi-
faceted approach to researching heightens the value of these conversations 
by ensuring the internal chatter is heard and translated, and that, through 
the process of consultation, the feedback is listened to and acted upon. In 
doing so, a model for validating design led research is opened up, but first 
this requires the volume of the back talk to be increased.  

looking back at these ‘ideas’ it is even unclear to me 
what I had intended the different modes of interlacing 
in the diagrams to represent. But what I distinctly 
recall from the exercise was that the material-led 
conversation revealed ideas within the formal language 
that I had not foreseen. The design was talking to me. And 
through designing the various iterations, a sequence 
of ideas was animated that allowed me to see a whole 
new set of possible scenarios. I credit the agency of 
this material conversation to the fact I was working 
with a formal vector language. The refinement that went 
into the mark making influenced: the amount of time 
spent; the level of engagement the decision-making 
required; and the time for extended back talk. This was 
a qualitatively distinct experience from the practice 
of drawing on a whiteboard or sketching on the back of a 
napkin. The space for real speculation and the depth of 
insight ultimately reflect this.
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3.3.1  
the conversations behind speculation-led Reflection
I will now go on to offer a conceptual framework for how the back talk of 
practice is amplified when designing the proposition diagrams and when 
undertaking design-oriented research. It is worth noting, however, that the 
account does not represent what I originally intended the diagrams to do. 
The ideas emerged from reflecting and discussing the process with others, 
evolving into a theory that is grounded in the practice.
the back talk oF the PRoPosition DiagRams
The proposition diagram creates a space for interlacing the designer’s im-
pulse to speculate with the more critically reflective act of evaluating. This 
critical negotiation rests with the diagram’s ability to temporarily freeze 
certain elements while simultaneously proposing into a space to better un-
derstand the design situation. The creative struggle that comes from work-
ing with these two drawing styles in the one visualisation amplifies what 
Schon calls the conversation with the situation.
 The graphic language of the proposition diagram asserts possible prop-
ositions for content that are subject to ongoing negotiation. By presenting 
unsettled speculations and mutable content in an ambiguously precise vi-
sual vocabulary, the conversation between the designer and the design is dis-
rupted by the call to temporarily fix possible propositions. The disturbance 
works to simultaneously deepen the interrogation of the subject and chal-
lenge the material representation of a proposition. Specifically, the level of 
conscious deliberation required for the refined diagrammatic aesthetic  – 
as opposed to a rough conventional proposition sketch – extends the deci-
sions to be made and the time dedicated to designing. In complicating and 
protracting the process, the material conversation between the designer 
and the visualisation is animated. 
 Furthermore, the intentionally open-ended nature of the proposition 
diagram seeks to draw the audience into a conversation to evaluate the de-
signer’s mapping of the subject. At first it presents with clarity – as infor-
mation to be read – and only upon inspection reveals the ambiguities that 
require interpretation. The conflict that comes with this graphic language 
destabilises any commitment to a single reading of the visualisation. Drawn 
to reconcile the instability of the subject, the audience becomes engaged. 
The exposed fissures invite the audience into the discursive and collabora-
tive act of discussing and figuring their own evaluation of the proposition.
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the back talk oF Design-oRienteD ReseaRch
The multi-faceted approach of this project introduces a breadth and depth 
to the ways in which the designer-researcher engages with the conversa-
tion his or her research practice generates. Designing projects in a pure and 
applied context, for different audiences, reveals multiple perspectives and 
ways into negotiating the social transactions and real-world considerations 
each design situation presents. In addition, the applied context works as a 
model for gathering external evidence of how others engage with and per-
ceive the limitations and potential of the research. Just as significantly, the 
parallel reflective space of blogging illuminates connections and distinc-
tions between discrete projects, while the additional reflection-based inter-
ventions mark explicit moments for deep critical retrospective reflection. 
Together, the reflective-based methodologies and the speculative practice-
led projects provide a comprehensive conversation with the situation. 
 A design-led commitment promotes the designer’s core practice as the 
primary orientation for the research. In consciously adopting a visual ap-
proach to the diagnostic exercises or applying the discipline of noticing 
to a studio-based pin-up, the material conversation between the practitio-
ner and artefact extends beyond the designing of the studio projects. The 
consideration of how and when to introduce material modifications to the 
reflection-based activities calls for a heightened commitment by the re-
searcher to notice and evaluate the agency of making as a way of thinking. 
This hybrid approach asks the various research interventions to perform 
in new ways that advance the exploration of the limitations and transfer-
ability of designing. The reflection-based interventions are dedicated to 
making insights more concrete, and thus prompt material solutions includ-
ing research-questions-as-thought-bubbles or epiphany-flashes being stuck 
onto the pin-up wall. In turn, this expands what might conventionally be 
limited to a verbal or written mode of externalising, while again amplifying 
the back talk between the research artefacts and the researcher.
 The conversation between the researcher and the audience frames en-
quiry as an inherently social act. A design-led approach calls for critical re-
flection from a place within and in transaction with the design situation, as 
opposed to only evaluating from a place of personal experience or with the 
detachment of a spectator (Schön 1992). Valuing experiential insight while 
looking for critical subjectivity, the back talk of this approach listens to 
multiple voices and perspectives. Enquiry is understood as a process of be-
coming, challenging the researcher to bring the audience with him or her 
on an excursion to the unknown. My propositional approach to reflective 
blogging and the visual/verbal framing of my research presentations have 
presented critical and candid social contexts for externalising my insights. 
GROCOTT
206
DeSiGn ReSeaRCh & RefleCTive PRaCTiCe
Yet the audience’s role asks for more than one-way corroboration to enrich 
and build upon the insights proposed by the artefacts and designer. The 
usefulness of the discursive propositions lies in their capacity to make their 
relevance evident by moving the conversation forward. In opening up the 
dialogue, the researcher and audience negotiate the revision of perspec-
tives that will generate new understandings and confirm the resonance of 
the outcomes.
ꙮ
The above conceptual framework allows me to observe how back talk is 
amplified in the process of figuring the proposition diagrams as well as in 
the design-oriented experience of researching. This conversation between 
the knowing of the case study and the meta-conversation of this research 
underlines the significance of this new understanding. 
 My observation that a designer can intentionally complicate and pro-
tract the creative process as a strategy to intensify back talk begins to ac-
count for the core knowing that arises from this project and will allow other 
practitioner-researchers to adopt a design-oriented approach to research-
ing. This new understanding supports what others have also argued (van 
Schaik 2003), that in attending to the reflective conversations of practice, 
designers can successfully provoke rich insights, challenge perspectives and 
ultimately reveal new understandings of their work. My work contributes 
to this broader field of scholarship by demonstrating how this can work for 
the communication design professional/educator.

As part of my day job I had organised a workshop on the 
transferability of design knowing. We were in the process 
of rethinking our undergraduate programs and this was 
a topic we could no longer ignore. If we were going to 
integrate 21st-century skills like collaboration we needed 
to think about what expertise our students brought to a 
team project with anthropologists and psychologists. If 
we were going to be honest about the number of graduates 
who end up working in other fields we needed to educate 
graduates to understand what they had learned even if 
they never worked in fashion. If we were going to develop a 
vertical stream of courses for all students in design then 
we needed to be able to name the core attributes of design. 
Whichever way you looked at it the faculty needed a 
collective understanding of what it meant to call yourself 
a designer. 
Halfway through the workshop it became clear that the 
problem wasn’t that we had no shared understanding; 
it was obvious that we struggled to have an explicit 
understanding. We could have filled up hundreds of sticky 
notes with the formal and technical skills we taught within 
our fields. But the brief to write down the tacit knowing 
we relied on to think and act like a designer (but not a 
typographer for example) … well, that was really hard. 
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3.4 the voice of the  
Practitioner-researcher
This research is not concerned with addressing all the reservations mounted 
against design research, for to some extent it takes a position by simply as-
serting the value of designers working with their own value system. Yet re-
search that seeks to make a contribution to design scholarship, and the aca-
demic discourse that surrounds design, needs to at least intend for the work 
to offer more than a practitioner’s account of his or her research practice.
 One way to evaluate my research is to ask whether the design-oriented 
approach of the case study has influenced the kinds of insights the study 
has generated. In the introduction to this dissertation I began with the 
paradox that the scholarship of ‘design research’ often limits the role of the 
practitioner by undervaluing design as a research method. My decision to 
privilege the design projects as the primary method of this enquiry to some 
extent addresses this concern. Yet my point is also about how the practitio-
ner’s perspective is often left unexamined, diminishing the capacity of the 
studio-based educator to offer a practitioner’s perspective of a designer’s 
expertise in a meta-level discourse about design praxis. These points seem 
important to return to if part of the rationale for this research is to equip 
educators for the conversations that need to happen in debates over the fu-
ture of design education. If we are interested in redirecting the educational 
model from training for a specific field through mentoring best practices 
to being able to clearly signal and discuss the attributes of a designer across 
several platforms, then it is critical for design education that designers have 
strategies by which they can examine what they know and be able to share 
this with others.
 If I had adopted a narrow practice-led approach, as I set out to advance 
when I began my research, its contribution would be more limited. My own 
mastery of visual communication would have advanced and the research 
would have proposed (but not necessarily articulated) the productive role 
ambiguity can play in visual communication. It is highly likely, however, 
that these nascent insights would have had little traction for a broader 
conversation about design practice or design research. 
 My approach to research has sought to work to a practitioner’s strengths 
as a way to engage the practitioner-researcher and the research audience. 
This was a core consideration of my research approach and depends on 
all the components of an integrated, multi-faceted research program. I be-
lieve that the analysis of the case study suggests that the approach does 
more than accommodate a designer’s expertise; it fosters an interrogation 
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of design praxis that comes to embody the sensibilities of the practitioner. 
Specifically, the navigation of the research from multiple perspectives and 
the interest in pluralistic interpretations of the visualisations has led to a 
framing of design knowing that reflects the possibilities-driven nature of 
design practice. Lastly, the model revolves around discursive artefacts and 
a research framework that seek to amplify discussion. The capacity of the 
researcher and his or her artefacts to engage an audience in debate is cen-
tral to how the practitioner assesses the transferability of the insights being 
shared. This emphasis on amplifying the back talk of creative practice is ul-
timately about establishing resonance for the research: building from small 
observations through to well-formed understandings. The extent to which 
my research approach succeeds in doing this while maintaining its design 
orientation is most evident in the conclusion that my new understandings 
could be forever in a state of becoming.
 As much as my research seeks to engage and work with the designer’s 
expertise, I have also come to advocate for interventions that require the 
designer to step outside of his or her practice. This raises the question of 
whether the inclusion of the reflection-based interventions in any way di-
minishes the practitioner’s perspective or just allows it to be examined from 
multiple perspectives. My sense is that without the reflection-based com-
mitment many of the practice observations would remain only partially 
understood, in turn limiting the potential for the practitioner’s perspective 
to enrich the design academy’s understandings of practice. I still think the 
qualitative contribution of even the reflection-based exercises rests on the 
design projects as the foundation of the reflection. If a practitioner were 
to develop the reflections in the absence of an examined practice, then the 
contribution of the design process and artefacts to disclose a practitioner’s 
knowing would be shut out and the defining perspective of the practitio-
ner somewhat diminished. 
 The caveat to this position is to also acknowledge the labour-intensive 
nature of the multiple tiers of reflection. There have been many times that 
I’ve wanted to limit the scope of the research to the case study and to 
communication design. Also, many practitioners are drawn to dive in and 
explore the issues most directly related to their practice, so the traction of a 
practice-led project is more immediate and relevant. For these reasons my 
approach is predominantly relevant to educators specifically interested in 
contributing to discourse beyond their specific fields. Yet, at my institution, 
for example, that is an ever-increasing group of faculty as more transdis-
ciplinary graduate programs are developed and foundation programs are 
reconceptualised.
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chapter summary
In conclusion, I take the position that it is important for practitioners in the 
design academy to assert and defend the appropriateness of design research 
that, for example, does not seek certainty or even to privilege an analysis 
of how things are, or should be, in the world. Respecting the designer’s mo-
tivation to consider how the world might be can extend to consideration 
for how research is framed and shared with an audience. This allows the 
knowing of the research to be in constant conversation with the framing of 
research programs, and supports open speculation into the potential of the 
research outcomes (Morrison and Sevaldson 2010). This discursive space of 
negotiating research findings is what I mean when I refer to the knowing 
of practitioner research as moving toward an understanding, forever in a 
state of becoming. Given that designers are less motivated to engage in 
situations and/or content that cannot be changed (Krippendorf 2007, p72), 
it can be productive for the ideas disclosed by the research to remain open, 
to be suggestive of what can still be altered. 
 So far, I have argued that the designer-researcher can create critical dis-
cussion out of the possibilities proposed by research insights – as a strategy 
toward furthering his or her understanding of the practitioner’s orienta-
tion. Research can be understood as the intention to make a substantive 
contribution to the knowledge of that discipline. My research program does 
not accept that this requires a theoretically abstract or evidence-driven em-
piricist study, but nor do I take the position that this goal can be achieved 
through practice alone. This research program models an approach that 
calls for active interrogation and external consultation. The research pro-
cess sought to make my design-led insights resonate with others by further 
disclosing the possibilities and limitations of how we currently understand 
practice. I am not interested in producing world-making artifacts; rather, 
my research approach seeks to offer constructive ways to review and cri-
tique customary practices, allowing the practitioner and the audience to 
see anew their perceived assumptions and understanding of design praxis 
(McLaughlin 2007). 
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chaPteR FouR— 
the knowing 
In this final chapter the research findings from the case study are extrapo-
lated to propose the potential of design-oriented research beyond the spe-
cific situation of this project. The chapter outlines the key elements of the 
design-oriented research by presenting three different frames: methods, 
integrity and reflection. The research proposition is intentionally dissected 
into three individual frames to support the practitioner-researcher work-
ing with the elements of the model that resonate most for him or her. 
Young and Spencer posit that the explorative nature of research through 
design places emphasis on “conjecture”, whereas research into design draws 
on a discursive process of “conjecture and refutation” (2009). This research 
claims to operate at the space between research through and into design, 
and yet the formative model building of this chapter also represents the 
limited potential design-oriented research offers to theory construction in 
design. The research outcomes are built into a speculative, propositional 
model for design-oriented research, illustrating how the case study ideas 
can transcend the field-specific practice. This manifestation of the practice-
insights as propositional model is constructive if the situated knowing is to 
move into a more theory-led discussion of design praxis. However this con-
tribution does not represent the same conjecture/refutation dialogue as 
that of conventional theory construction and does not offer the same con-
tribution. The commitment to translating the experiential knowledge and 
inserting the practitioner’s perspective within this more abstract discourse 
may still offer a strategy for triangulating evidence-based and discursive 
texts with the knowing of practice. 
This chapter presents a speculative form of reflection, sketching a model 
that intentionally explores how to use the research case study to maximise 
the potential of design-oriented research. The conclusion acknowledges the 
significant shifts in understanding that have occurred as a consequence of 
this creative, critical and first-person investigation, valuing the move from 
an initial, defensive hunch toward an informed, articulated position. The 
final section emphasises the discursive nature of the knowing generated by 
design-oriented research, highlighting the negotiations of a research prac-
tice that is more interested in moving toward a new understanding than 
actually claiming a position. 
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4.1 Framing the methods
the multi-faceted Research Program
Dissertation Diagram fig. 14 (p219)
The orientation of this research project is located on the humanities end 
of the practice-based methodologies continuum mapped in Fig. 2, focusing 
on the expertise of practitioners motivated to reflect upon and interpret 
their own tacit knowing. The conceptual framework for design-oriented 
research that this section puts forth focuses on the orientation developed 
in this project, yet recognises that the utility of a multi-faceted approach 
would also be relevant to a practitioner-researcher adapting methods and 
exercises from other disciplines. 

It was a formal presentation to a jury toward the end of 
my PhD – or that is what I hoped. The script was making 
an argument for how the topic was confusing because 
it could be seen through so many different lenses. To 
visualise the point I was making I had quickly mocked 
up some visualisations into kaleidoscopic images to 
metaphorically communicate the idea that with one twist 
the whole project was seen from a new perspective. 
At the end of the presentation two jurors were debating 
what really resonated for them about the project – there 
was little common ground between them. The theorist 
was interested in the research model I was proposing, 
one that accommodated insights revealed by my doubts, 
and the potential of a designer researching into the 
space of the unknown. The practitioner was embarrassed 
by the personal narrative and wanted to hear more 
about the specific agency the visualisation studies 
signified for professional practice in general. What 
they could agree on and kept coming back to were the 
kaleidoscope images from the introduction, ignoring the 
40+ images of the proposition diagrams and key points. 
The metaphoric diagrams simultaneously framed and 
opened up the conversation, allowing both the jurors to 
use the refracted images to make their case. Out of this 
discussion a consensus emerged and the broader research 
project embraced the plurality of its perspectives. 
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4.1.1  
the kaleidoscopic agency of Design Research
The design projects are the heart of this PhD, with the design delibera-
tions and audience feedback forming the very foundation of the research 
project. Yet, the design orientation I have adopted here seeks to shed light 
on the contribution that other modes of enquiry may also offer the prac-
titioner-researcher. The multiple methods I have adopted ensure that the 
propositional enquiry of the design projects is complemented by critical, 
reflexive enquiry, led by the practitioner, into the experiential practice of 
designing. My research program was explicitly conceived to explore the re-
search subject from multiple angles and to evoke multiple interpretations 
of how the potential of the research might be understood. The dialogue 
between designing, writing and framing ensures that the evaluation of the 
research situation is emergent and mutable. To meet these expectations 
the research program is required to be agile and responsive to the new in-
sights and revised hunches that develop throughout the cycle of proposing, 
making, discussing and reflecting.
 By embracing multiplicity and calling for an iterative approach to en-
quiry, my research program presents a model seemingly in perpetual mo-
tion. The multi-modal interplay between reflection and action allows for 
the research project and its outcomes to be framed and reframed so new 
perspectives can be noticed and evaluated. This back-and-forth is key to 
the process of constructively revising the research plan of action (Findeli), 
supporting the intentional act of holding alternative interpretations that 
require the researcher to “remain flexible and sensitive to alterations and 
variations” (Mason, p194).
 The key design activities of design-oriented research can be understood 
as promoting a speculative engagement with the visualisation content. 
These activities can be characterised as the most overtly exploratory of all 
the activities I undertook in the project as they predominantly focus on 
proposing and considering new possibilities. The design activities provided 
the space to explore my own tacit understandings, with the goal of identify-
ing insights that might be relevant to others. This is where the background 
understandings of my own practice first surfaced. 
 By contrast, the writing activities can be understood as driving the ana-
lytical framing of the research project. These activities can be seen as the 
most overtly reflective type of activity I undertook, emulating the centripe-
tal force of creative practice, in which I was driven by the need to label and 
explain the research knowing. This is the place where background under-
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standings of practice are named in an effort to critically locate the insights 
and ideas that emerged. 
 The framing activities are conceptual and can be understood as negoti-
ating the space between designing and writing by iteratively putting forth 
conceptual frameworks for the research. These activities highlight the ne-
gotiation of creative practice by using words and images to speculate and 
reflect on how to construct a research narrative. Even though the designing 
and writing play a part in communicating ideas, this is the key place where 
background understandings of practice are shared and debated. My com-
mitment to translating the insights of the design projects to elicit discus-
sion dictates that the framing activities were primarily interested in explor-
ing whether the ideas resonated for others.
 Together, the design projects and the reflexive research interventions of 
writing and framing engage the researcher to repeatedly – and in different 
ways – be in conversation with others as a strategy for recognising and chal-
lenging his or her own perspectives. The process of a practitioner-research-
er discussing experiential knowing with others allows in-common under-
standings to surface and to encourage further speculation. The sequence of 
activities would never be this clearly delineated, yet it can be productive to 
perceive the first two stages of the research cycle, the proposing and mak-
ing, as led by design-based activities, quickly followed by the framing exer-
cises that set up the discussion and the writing activities that temporarily 
fix the reflection, before the process of designing begins again. 
 It is not a new idea to propose the merits of writing alongside design-
ing. What is more distinctive about this approach is the framing activities. 
Young and Spencer quote an unpublished research report (2008) by their 
colleague Singleton, which reflects on the value of writing and designing 
simultaneously as part of the same research process:
The two forms of research process continually interact. Design pro-
cesses are too open-ended to answer highly specific theoretical ques-
tions (Rust, et al. 2008) but if ideas intended to inform design are not 
applied in some way, the relationship of theoretical ideas to design 
practice remains speculative (2009, p4).
I agree with Singleton’s statement, but I came to see the research program 
as much more nuanced than how he accounts for the value of oscillating 
between the applied designing and theoretical writing activities. I came to 
appreciate how speculative a process writing could be – and how analytical 
a diagnostic diagram could be. I was interested in the role of speculation-
led reflection and this led me to explicitly explore the potential of methods 
that could not be simply characterised as a design project or as writing 
(for example the noticing-led diagrams). In addition, the framing activities 
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importantly call out established practices in design, such as the critique. In 
considering how the critique evolves into a research presentation, the ac-
tivity was pushed further; presenting more than the work in progress, the 
challenge was to visually and provocatively frame the thesis for discussion.
4.2 Framing the integrity
the appropriateness of Design-oriented Research
Dissertation Diagram fig. 14 (p225)
I will use the notion of appropriateness to consider the overall integrity of 
the design research approach being presented here. Cross uses the notion 
of appropriateness to describe designers’ core concern for how successful-
ly a project serves the purpose it was designed for (2007, p18). Arguably, 
Cross uses the term ‘appropriateness’ to acknowledge the central design 
activity of negotiating a multiplicity of considerations, in an attempt to de-
sign something that is appropriate for the stakeholders, client, community 
and environment. 
 For this research project the notion of appropriateness rests with the 
capacity of the research to ‘resonate’ with the designer, and more specifi-
cally, the practitioner-educator. This resonance operates in two parts. First, 
the model I propose needs to reflect the designer’s interests and expertise 
enough to motivate him or her to develop a research practice. Second, the 
way the research is shared and the kind of knowing produced need to be 
relevant to practitioners. I understand these two concerns to work as basic 
commitments for the research, similar to the way I would keep ‘checking-
in’ to see whether my design propositions were serving the stakeholders of 
a design project. I say ‘checking-in’ because designers often intuit the ap-
propriateness of their work through discussions and previous experience, 
rather than relying on empirical evidence.
 To address the first benchmark for resonance I discuss the ways that 
the research approach modelled here seeks to motivate practitioner-edu-
cators to undertake research by aligning their expertise with the discipline 
of researching. Referencing Cross’s term (and book title) ‘designerly ways 
of knowing’, this section is titled ‘designerly ways of researching’ to empha-
sise that my project seeks to model a critical approach to researching that 
draws on the core abilities of a designer. Cross summarises the expertise of 
a designer by acknowledging his or her ability to resolve ill-defined prob-
lems, adopt solution-focused strategies, employ abductive and productive 
thinking and to use non-verbal graphic modelling media (2007, p38). In 
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what follows, I propose various ways these skills can be aligned with the 
ambitions of research. My assertion is that this approach presents a partic-
ularly designerly perspective on how practitioners might shape a practice 
of researching that is appropriate for both the discipline’s expertise and the 
expectations of academic research. 

I was at a symposium where the keynote speaker was asked 
a question about how we would reconcile a particular eco-
nomic theory in relation to his vision for everyday sus-
tainability. His response was to dismiss the question as 
irrelevant to himself as a designer. In the awkward silence 
that followed, you sensed the audience’s embarrassment on 
his behalf that he had been tripped up by this question and 
had no response. But we were wrong. He continued by thank-
ing the person for asking a question that gave him an op-
portunity to qualify his role in sustainability discourse 
with respect to his expertise. I loved that he could simply 
acknowledge that some questions completely bored him. The 
speaker’s ability to specifically articulate what a design-
er brought to the sustainability conversation allowed him 
to not sound apologetic or defensive about the limitations 
of a designer’s expertise. His capacity to mark the terrain 
of the designer appeared to turn the interdisciplinary au-
dience around. 
For the rest of the evening I dreamt of what it would be 
like if it were commonplace that designers in the academy 
and in practice could so confidently promote to others the 
perspective they bring to their work and why it might be 
of value.  
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4.2.1  
Designerly ways of Researching 
This project recognises that each disciplinary orientation brings its own 
core perspectives. Given that research resonates in distinct ways for each 
community, design-led research must speak to the core concerns of design-
ers in the same way that theory-led research is often written for an au-
dience of scholars. This section asks what it would mean to build on the 
expertise of the designer while ensuring that the research makes a valid 
contribution to design knowing. For example, the opportunistic nature of 
designing teaches a practitioner to be skilled at thinking in action. This 
ability to constantly evaluate the potential of multiple ideas and imagine 
one or two steps ahead where each proposition might lead can be a useful 
skill for interrogating mutable terrain.
 This section pulls back to translate how the integrated nature of the re-
search design of this program embodies the skills a designer might build on 
to practice as a critically reflective researcher. Recognising the ways in which 
a design-oriented approach could be characterised as a call for the designer to 
think like a researcher and the researcher to act like a designer, the following 
paragraphs downplay the distinction between designing, writing and framing 
to focus more on what a designerly way of researching might look like. 
 In the introduction, I proposed that it was possible for design-oriented 
research to meet the characteristics of being purposive, inquisitive, informed, 
methodical and communicable. In what follows I respond to Cross’s list of 
characteristics for good research (2007) by specifically identifying what the 
practitioner brings to the practice of research. 
 The first characteristic for research is that it be purposive: that the topic 
be identifiable and capable of investigation. To consider how the designer-
educator responds to this is to understand the identification of the research 
topic in relation to the speculative, opportunistic nature of designing. 
Fixing the hypothesis or area of investigation is counter-intuitive to the 
hunches of a designer; however, by iteratively asking whether the material 
or theoretical proposition is appropriately addressing the objectives of a 
research project, a more relevant cyclical model for design research is put 
forth. The design-led practice of co-evolution of the problem and solution 
can be deployed to define the research program, the object of study, the 
design projects, and ultimately the main argument of a thesis. The design-
inflected approach to action-research modelled here allows for a purpose-
ful yet intentionally revisable action plan. Haseman’s description of the 
practice-led researcher proposes that they:
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construct experiential starting points from which practice follows. They 
tend to ‘dive in’, to commence practising to see what emerges. They 
acknowledge that what emerges is individualistic and idiosyncratic. 
This is not to say these researchers work without larger agendas or 
emancipatory aspirations, but they eschew the constraints of narrow 
problem setting and rigid methodological requirements at the outset of 
a project (2006, p3).
By responding to the questions or hunches that emerge from practice, the 
researcher may appear to bypass the call for questioning the worthiness 
of the research. Yet, beginning with a question of direct relevance to the 
researcher allows the designer to re-frame his or her hunches as research 
stakeholders are considered and practice understandings challenged. Such 
an approach sees the potential for the reflective conversation with the over-
all research situation (including the audience) to determine the relevance 
and appropriateness of the research’s purpose or ambitions.
 The second characteristic for research proposes the importance of being 
inquisitive, or enquiry motivated to acquire new knowledge. The research 
commitment of this approach focuses on how the uncertain knowing of 
practice can be translated by working with the discursive nature of design-
ing and the designed artefact. Acknowledging the experiential knowing of 
design practice, this type of research is not interested in building a thesis on 
the back of evidence-driven knowledge, but is drawn to exploit the design-
er’s expertise at imagining possible worlds. Therefore, research insights can 
emerge from the prototyping act of designing: a process suited to tackling 
the particular kinds of ‘fuzzy’ problems and situations that are not easily 
defined at the outset but can be considered by proposing into the research 
situation (Rittel and Weber 1973). In this way, working with the discursive 
agency of design-oriented research presents a practice-led strategy for ex-
ploring the ill-defined situations of research into design praxis. Practice-led 
insights can be communicated to engage the design audience to generate 
their own interpretations and imagine the potential of the work. In turn, 
this liberates the practitioner to frame the discussion of his or her cloudy, 
tacit knowing as a critical move toward a new understanding.
 The importance of the designer being informed by previous and related 
research is the third basic characteristic of research. External design prec-
edents regularly inform the practice of a designer, as does the repertoire of 
previous experiences that he or she draws upon when designing into a new 
situation. In addition, the designer as researcher has to know the literature 
of design scholarship if he or she seeks to participate in discourse that sur-
rounds design research and education. By drawing on the practitioner’s pre-
disposition for thinking through problems by proposing provisional solu-
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tions, the designer-as-researcher can propose design iterations, half-formed 
theories or tentative conceptual frameworks into a space as a strategy for 
becoming better informed. This designerly approach allows the informed 
researcher to not just practice reflection in, and through, action, but also to 
reflect on his or her reflection of the situation (Schön 1992). This reflective 
conversation with the research situation allows the researcher to synthesise 
an analytical approach of assessing “what is” with a projective approach 
of wondering “what shall be” (Jonas 2007, p206). Conceptualising the re-
search program as adaptive, as a series of activities and interventions that 
can respond to the changing direction of the research, further supports the 
practitioner informing him- or herself of the research situation by simulta-
neously framing, investigating and identifying the research subject.
 The fourth characteristic of research calls for a methodical, disciplined 
approach to research. A design-oriented approach proposes that it is pos-
sible for the practitioner to be both performative and methodical, as long 
as ‘methodical’ does not translate to prescribing a linear, predetermined 
approach to a research project. Scrivener notes how established notions of 
theory and practice can trouble the procedural experience of practice-based 
research, specifically acknowledging how working methodically through 
conventional research steps might paralyse the practitioner-researcher. 
Scrivener came to the realisation that PhD candidates did not need to initi-
ate their research by reviewing the field. He came to understand that “mak-
ing is the central driver and the creator of material for thought in certain 
modes of practice” (n.pag). For the designer-researcher, being methodical 
might not refer to a prescriptive sequence of steps, but the adoption of 
strategies that support the feedback loop between the designer-researcher 
and the design work – between the research audience and the research 
situation. The crafting of a research program that enhances feedback calls 
for multiple research activities, the consideration of the subject from multi-
ple perspectives and the communication of the research through multiple 
modes. The ‘multiplicity’ method may not lend itself to pre-determining 
the research direction yet it can tap into the cognitive discipline a practitio-
ner brings to designing. The fluid yet complex character of such a research 
program requires a researcher who can successfully navigate input from 
multiple fronts and negotiate the reflective conversations generated by the 
different modes of enquiry. The practitioner’s capacity to process and com-
municate the back talk of the research interventions establishes the consul-
tative integrity of the design-oriented research model presented here.
 The fifth and last research characteristic Cross mentions emphasises the 
value of generating results that are accessible to others (2007). A design-
oriented approach is not interested in whether the research is ‘repeatable’ 
but does seek to produce insights whose relevance for others can be cor-
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roborated. The designer’s practice of alternating between different activi-
ties (for example, designing, writing and framing) is connected to his or 
her ability to disclose new ways of seeing (Akin and Lin, cited in Cross 
2007). Exploiting the multi-modal nature of design practice, a design-ori-
ented approach promotes the act of dissemination as an evolutionary and 
discursive practice. Integrated into a research program, these modal shifts 
can do more than provide a space by which the practitioner can ‘notice’ 
new insights; multi-modal enquiry can help the audience to potentially see 
things from a new perspective by offering a new conceptualisation of the 
content (Doloughan 2002). This approach allows for the communication of 
research outcomes that can come to embody the possibilities the research 
community might also envision for the research, rather than simply pre-
senting the researcher’s view.
4.2.2  
Reflection, Relevance and Resonance
The integrity of my approach to design-oriented research does not, howev-
er, rest with designerly ways of thinking and acting alone. The inclusion of 
reflection-based methods gives the designer-researcher additional tools by 
which to access his or her own knowing and to communicate the insights 
so he or she can inform the perspectives of others. As mentioned in chapter 
1.2.3, the integrity of the approach is also concerned with how the mode of 
sharing the research and the kind of knowing produced further establishes 
resonance for the immediate research audience engaged in the consulta-
tion process, and for the distributed audience of practitioner-educators 
whom the research seeks to motivate. This interest in research that makes 
a contribution beyond the practitioner’s mastery requires several tiers of 
reflection and ultimately places more weight on the more discursive fram-
ing exercises that provide a space for direct consultation and corroboration 
of the research’s relevance.
 Making a case for the validation of practice-led research, McLaughlin 
places responsibility on the practitioner-researcher to verify “that there is 
evidence that this aspect of the situation that seems interesting … [also] 
… shows up interesting possibilities and limitations of established perspec-
tives in the domain…” (2006). I appreciate the intention of this argument, 
but am unsure what type of evidence McLaughlin would consider sufficient 
to meet her expectations. In this project, the claims that I am making are 
predominantly the result of secondary reflection and therefore offer only 
anecdotal evidence of the extent to which the methods I have adopted or 
the claims I am making either have or will resonate for others. 
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 However, there are several structural moves within the approach to re-
search presented here that I believe offer some support for my intention of 
producing insights that are of interest to others. For example, my ongoing 
reflective conversation with the research situation drives the periodic evalu-
ation of the overall research program, serving to iteratively consider the 
appropriateness and relevance of the research direction with respect to the 
stakeholders. Reflection is stimulated and nourished through engagement 
with the applied project space of designing, allowing the initial framing of 
the research project to be revisited and the research questions revised (Fin-
deli 1999). The reflective conversation with the research situation supports 
my commitment to examine the research subject from multiple positions 
so that the research can be redirected as my understanding of the subject 
emerges. The direction of the research is informed by interventions, such 
as the grounded theory pin-up, that provide discrete moments for assessing 
whether my research-in-progress interpretations are grounded by the proj-
ect data. Activities such as these were intended to subvert research insights 
that would simply reinforce my own base understandings. Similarly, the use 
of parallel practice spaces provides a range of different contexts by which in-
sights can be further investigated and compared. Additional ways to cross-
check my insights, not explored in this case study, would be to work within 
a collaborative framework or to simply get insight into the audience’s inter-
pretations of the research potential without first framing my own. 
Then there are the moves enacted at the level of developing the insights. 
The negotiation that translates research insights into new understandings 
works on the basis that when a researcher is presented with a perspec-
tive alternate to his or her own, he or she might more easily acknowledge 
the implicit background understandings he or she has been holding onto. 
Findeli describes this “back-and-forth movement” between the stages of 
insight and validation as essential “in order to stabilize the truth” (1999, 
p111). I find this notion of bringing into focus the beliefs already held is an 
appropriately reflective yet intuitive way of drawing a practitioner and/or 
the audience to pay close attention to how new perspectives might chal-
lenge or reinforce what they already know. In the case of my model for 
design-oriented research, the essential step of translating practice insights 
into a substantive contribution to an understanding of design sought ex-
ternal consultation through multiple modes of peer review. Conference 
papers and publications have worked within formal and informal peer re-
view processes and research presentations and work-in-progress critiques 
have presented an opportunity for peer feedback that was not simply one-
directional. By integrating an ongoing discussion with the research audi-
ence throughout the research program, the step of consultation becomes 
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central to the process of corroborating the insights. I see corroborating as a 
process, since the objective is not on securing a fixed understanding of the 
research potential. The process is more importantly about engaging in the 
act of examining the practitioner-researcher and the research audiences’ in-
dividual assumptions of practice and collective understandings of design.
ꙮ
The overall integrity of the research model proposed by this PhD is embed-
ded in my commitment to engage the practice community of educators in 
both undertaking and debating the potential of practitioner-led research 
projects. The model that I have developed has arisen out of the experience 
of the case study. I have sought to extrapolate from my own situated ex-
perience so that others can identify key structural and procedural charac-
teristics of design-oriented research, yet I still understand that the project 
is essentially propositional. The development and the writing up of the 
model is in part an exercise for me, the practitioner-researcher, to examine 
and discuss the potential of this approach with others.
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4.3 Framing the Reflection:
the role of reflective practice in researching design
Dissertation Diagram fig. 16 (p237)
In chapter 3.3 I outlined how reflective conversations within a design led 
research practice can lead to newfound understandings. Working with 
these understandings, this section concerns itself with identifying the tiers 
of reflection within this research project. I propose that the different reflec-
tive modes allow the practitioner-researcher to find the right frequency for 
each reflective conversation and therefore to tune in to the back talk of the 
research practice. 

I was surprised the reading was making any sense. I often 
feel at sea reading philosophy and have never grasped the 
‘thinging’ and ‘wording’ of Heideggerian theory. But this 
time the ideas were resonating with my own experiences 
of designing and I was drawn to my blog – to speculate 
and reflect upon what these abstract ideas might mean 
in relation to the situated context of my research. The 
theoretical proposition seemed like a gift that more than 
confirmed what I believed I had always tacitly understood, 
but also gave me a way of characterising my newly 
articulated position. 
Then … I spoke with one of my philosophy supervisors and 
he pointed out the extent to which I had misread the paper. 
Turns out that my own work wasn’t really as aligned with 
the text as I had first interpreted. I was disappointed. I 
had enjoyed the authority the text offered. Still. Between 
the conversation with my supervisor, the text, and my 
situation the discursive space was animated. I had been 
looking for a quick answer, forgetting that first I had to 
negotiate the chatter from all directions.
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4.3.1 
attending to the chatter
Dorst and Lawson deploy the idea of presenting multiple perspectives of de-
sign to paint a comprehensive picture of how we might understand design. 
One of the frameworks presents a model of design where design practice is 
understood as operating on four levels; beginning at the ground level of the 
specific design project and working through to the top level of the design 
profession  (Dorst and Lawson 2009). I reference this model of design be-
cause it helps conceptualise how the reflection of design-oriented research 
operates, and potentially frames the areas of design research about which 
the practitioner needs to be critically reflective. The first level describes the 
activity that revolves around a specific, situated design “project”, acknowl-
edging that the majority of student assignments simplistically frame design 
education in relation to the project. The second focuses on the design “pro-
cess” and how a designer might work across a range of projects, drawing at-
tention to how reflection-on-action might disclose patterns to the designer 
of how he or she approaches certain situations. “Practice” represents the 
third level of activity and deals with the reflection and experiences that in-
form the professional practice of a designer. For example, this might include 
a particular social commitment or professional area of specialty. The fourth 
level of activity in the taxonomy is the “profession”; this draws attention to 
the activities that influence how the profession is defined and understood. 
 For the purposes of my research, it is useful to propose a fifth level of 
activity on which a designer and/or researcher can contribute to under-
standings of the domain of design. This research project’s ambition is to 
consider approaches to research whereby a practitioner could examine his 
or her ‘practice’ of design – by undertaking projects and reflecting on his 
or her process. It does not just intend to advance how the specific profes-
sion (such as fashion design) defines itself, but also to consider how these 
insights might contribute to how we understand the domain of design in 
general. Inevitably, the individual practitioner-researcher is probably the 
person who will benefit the most from this reflective transaction, yet even 
positioning my research as seeking to make a contribution beyond the 
practitioner’s own mastery and that of his or her professional field does 
call for an additional tier of reflective engagement.
 The reflective conversations of chapter 3.3 focus on the strategies that 
seek to deepen the reflection when the designer is in conversation with the 
design, the audience and the situation/research. The diagram at the begin-
ning of this section works with a typology I introduced in chapter 1.5.2, 
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when accounting for how this project’s reflective conversations intersect 
with Schön’s various descriptions of reflection. 
 ‘Project-driven reflection’ is concerned with reflection motivated by 
the design-based activities: specifically, the amplified reflection-in-action 
promoted by protracting the negotiations of designing. This is the level of 
reflection that might be found in a critical practitioner. The ‘reflection-on-
practice’ tier is reflecting on the design experience through writing. This ac-
tivity parallels the reflection of professional practice – albeit in an academic 
context – whereby a reflective practitioner stops to question (often by way 
of interview, presentation or publication) what makes his or her practice 
distinctive. In making these reflective insights explicit a designer can begin 
the process of identifying how to build on his or her expertise. ‘Research-
framed-reflection’ is specifically defined by the research context, so is distinct 
from the reflections of professional practice. Scrivener identifies this step in 
a creative practice research PhD as “post project reflection,” the phase when 
the researcher reflections on the action and practice of the overall project 
(2004, n.pag). The ongoing reflections that emerge from the act of framing, 
and the discussions the activities foster, draw on the particular commitment 
in design-oriented research to hybrid activities that deploy the multi-modal 
expertise of the designer. ‘Reflection-on-research’ steps back further to en-
gage in a reflective conversation with the overall research situation. The fo-
cus is more on evaluation-led reflection than speculation-led reflection, and 
leads the practitioner-researcher to an understanding of the research and 
how to communicate its potential. Scrivener has also noted the relevance 
of this reflection-on-reflection step as the phase when the researcher criti-
cally reflects on his or her reflecting (n.pag). The difference with Scrivener’s 
framing of all these steps is that he positions them sequentially, whereas 
this research approach promotes iterative reflection throughout the study.
 Considering these tiers of reflection with respect to other approaches to 
research-through-design, it is possible to imagine a research practice that 
predominantly focuses on the activities highlighted in tier one and two. 
Some research degrees would not consider the final act of dissemination 
as a discursive or reflective act; it is more a moment by which to fix and 
assert the research outcomes. The third and fourth tiers – research-framed-
reflection and reflection-on-research, respectively – identify the essential 
reflective conversations with the research situation that underpin design-
oriented research. These reflective conversations are driven by the framing 
activities that define the inclusive and discursive nature of the reflective 
practice yet design-oriented approach I model in this PhD. I see this ap-
proach as distinct from other observation or theoretically-framed modes of 
enquiry that observe the designer in action; the process of reflecting on my 
own practice offers a new perspective.
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4.3.2  
negotiating the tensions of creative Practice
A close examination of my case study design experience produces the un-
derstanding that in disrupting the everyday negotiations of designing, a 
researcher may open up a space for enhanced critical reflection. At the 
local level of enquiry, the conversations between the designer and the de-
sign, the situation and the research audience, are more direct and therefore 
easier to manipulate. For this reason, the experiential, situated practice of 
designing presents a useful research method by which to interrogate the 
academy’s understandings of design praxis. Close examination, in the case 
study, allows me to notice the tension the visualisation practice evokes. 
This tension is played out: first, by the material conversation between the 
designer and the conflicted visual language of a proposition diagram; and 
second, by the discursive conversation between the ambiguous artefact 
and the engaged audience. Even the analysis of the key characteristics of 
the transactional visual practice helps to direct me to what is transferable 
about the communication design experience. I have observed how the sit-
uated learning that comes from speculatively putting forward an idea is 
productively countered by the temporary fixing afforded by the diagram. 
In addition, I have realised that this speculative yet reflective approach to 
designing seems suited to exploring provisional content that resists defini-
tion and respects multiple perspectives. In learning the value of drawing 
stakeholders into the conversation, the visualisation practice also signposts 
the importance of how the designer frames and shares material to ensure 
a critical, discursive space for reflexive engagement.
 In the model of design-oriented research put forward here, the tension 
of the research practice comes from the extensive negotiating required by 
the tiers of reflection identified above. The meta-reflective conversation 
with the overall research program is drawn to listen and respond to the 
back talk of the practitioner-researcher. To make attending to the reflective 
conversations that run between the designing, writing and framing exer-
cises more second-nature for the designer-researcher, the reflection-based 
interventions are inflected with or understood in relation to a designer’s 
sensibilities. This makes it possible to enact reflection through the design-
erly move of proposing a solution. Subsequently, this speculative orienta-
tion accommodates the practitioner-researcher reflecting on what he or 
she knows – not by focusing on what is already explicit, but by exploring 
the not-yet-explicit sides of his or her practice. 
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 Design-oriented research seeks to trouble the push and pull negotia-
tions of designing as a strategy to increase the occurrences and intensity of 
engaged reflective back talk. I underscore the term ‘negotiate’ to emphasise 
that it is more than just extending the amount of time the designer is en-
gaged in the process of figuring out his or her next move. Protracting the 
design experience may result in the practitioner-researcher having a more 
sustained period of reflection, but just as importantly, the goal of ‘trou-
bling’ the centripetal/centrifugal tension is to notice what is being negoti-
ated. For it is at the intersections between the tiers of reflection above that 
insights advance from simply being noticed to being elaborated on and 
provisionally corroborated.
 To disrupt how a designer regularly designs or researches is to draw at-
tention to what is now a less familiar (and consequently more conscious) 
creative experience. Focusing on the core negotiations of practice that 
push and pull the designer to weigh up possibilities draws attention to the 
thinking-through-making space at the heart of design practice. This is the 
space where the designer will weigh many thoughts and possible moves as 
he or she proposes and evaluates the potential of multiple frames from al-
ternative perspectives. Metaphorically, troubling the negotiations of prac-
tice appears to be about tuning into the stations that are broadcasting the 
reflective conversations of practice. Amplifying the back talk of a research 
practice appears to reference the need to turn up the volume so the chatter 
is harder to ignore.
ꙮ
Ultimately, these tiers of reflection are simply a framework by which to 
account for the rhizomatic, opportunistic and reflective conversations that 
ran through my research program. They identify a way to temporarily fix 
for discussion the activities and contexts that motivate the reflective con-
versation. In much the same way, the diagrams in this dissertation seek to 
provisionally define the productive tension of the centripetal/centrifugal 
exchange (fig. 7) or map the dualities that embody the negotiations of de-
sign practice (fig. 10). In design-oriented research, the academic literature 
similarly provides a series of critical frames for the researcher to try on. 
For example, the act of reworking Schön’s vocabulary, or considering how 
this research project lays over Dorst and Lawson’s typology of design ac-
tivities, is a productive exercise if the practitioner-researcher understands 
these critical frames as new propositions to be critiqued and evaluated with 
respect to whether the ideas resonate with his or her experiences. Schön 
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describes how the ‘frames’ of design practice provide a reflective tool by 
which the practitioner can examine, by proposing, not just the problem at 
hand, but also his or her own practice (1983).
4.4 Framing the Potential:
a Provisional conclusion
Dissertation Diagram fig. 17 (p245)

Six years ago I did a research presentation where I talked 
about how I loved a passage in a novel that went from 
describing the flames in a fire to reminiscing about the 
flags that fly at a used car lot*. What I liked wasn’t the 
technical skill of the writer but the way I interpreted his 
tangential, personal recollection of the faded flags as 
an invitation for me to contemplate what I saw in the fire. 
I look back at that presentation and I am amazed at how 
little my ideas have changed. Still. Back then I only had a 
couple of words. Invitation. Reverie. Interpretation. There 
was no core thesis – only fragments of ideas. And yet, 
perhaps even back then I tacitly understood most of what I 
write here. That even then I knew that the practitioner’s 
voice did not have to match the theorist’s. Maybe I always 
knew that a role for the practitioner-researcher could 
be framed by opening up a speculation-led space for 
reflection. I probably even tacitly understood that the 
discursive, contemplative space the novelist and theorist 
seek out is distinct from the one the designer would 
propose. But back then I couldn’t have discussed it with 
you – I wouldn’t have known how. 
Now I have more words. Figuring. Negotiation. Amplify. And 
I know how to put them together. There is still so much I 
can’t put into words. But that’s okay because six years 
from now I will have more words, more ideas.
 * (Baker 2004)
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4.4.1 
toward an understanding of Design-oriented Research
the emPhasis on ‘becoming’
Periods of design discourse have chosen to focus on being very analytical 
about the stages of the design process (the ‘research methods’ era in the 
1960s, for example) and traces of this value system are still evident in the 
technical-scientific rationality of some fields where design researchers come 
from a more hard social science background. Yet it may be surmised that fix-
ing the process of design was perhaps not the most appropriate subject for 
investigation, given the value system of a design practitioner (Coyne 2004). 
Even so, I have found myself throughout this research project making at-
tempts to classify or categorise aspects of design praxis, since temporarily 
putting forward a position has proven, for me, a productive way to critique 
and examine the model under scrutiny. Still, I intentionally did not seek to 
make a case for design-led research with respect to theory construction. 
 Friedman can be read as patronising in his characterisation of designers 
who he derides as often confusing practice with research and criticises for 
their “misguided effort to link the reflective practice of design to design 
knowledge, and the misguided effort to propose tacit knowledge or direct 
making as a method of theory construction” (2003, p520). He asserts that 
taking this position is a dead end. I read Friedman’s writings as provocative-
ly didactic in that he seems to enjoy setting up this divide between theory 
and practice, when this research is interested in the dialogue that engages 
theory with practice and practice with theory. Even as Friedman concedes 
that knowledge flows in both directions, you sense from his writings a belief 
that robust scientific knowledge of design will inform practice. In “Creating 
design knowledge: from research into practice” Friedman claims that: 
The goal is a full knowledge creation cycle that builds the field and all 
that practise in it. Practice tends to embody knowledge. Research tends 
to articulate knowledge. The knowledge creation cycle generates new 
knowledge through theorizing and reflection both. (Friedman 2000, p13)
Yet, the paper title and conclusion point to his investment in how research 
will direct practice. My interpretation of Friedman’s position is that he 
is searching for theories of design that, in Rosenberg’s language, seek “to 
build intellectual substance by trying to ‘grasp’ design… [so] it can be oper-
ated on analytically” (2007). My bias draws me to consider how knowing 
might flow in the other direction but I am not interested in the scientific 
act of constructing design knowledge that Friedman details. 
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 Friedman makes a case for why explicit articulation is central to how we 
contrast theories and share them. 
The challenge of any evolving field is to bring tacit knowledge into 
articulate focus. This creates the ground of shared understanding that 
builds the field. The continual and conscious struggle for articulation is 
what distinguishes the work of a research field from the practical work 
of a profession (2000, p14).
As I increasingly came to recognise the possibilities-driven value of de-
signing I began to value the discursive process of struggling to articulate 
more than I did the more analytical act of naming a fixed position. I agree 
with Friedman that it is “not experience, but our interpretation and under-
standing of experience that leads to knowledge” (p521) but I disagree with 
his interpretation of explicit articulation. Manzini stipulates that design 
knowledge has to be explicit, discussable, transferable and able to accu-
mulate. Manzini qualifies his call for research to be explicit by saying that 
the knowing should be “clearly expressed by whoever produces it,” which 
is distinct from Friedman’s design science goal with its systematic knowl-
edge and predictable results (p12). This research experience has led me to 
argue that it is possible to clearly express the potential of a practitioner’s 
insights while not presuming to lock in a specific interpretation of their 
value. What is of importance is the commitment to be explicit and open 
enough to ensure Manzini’s expectation that the knowing be discussable 
and transferable. 
 As a practitioner I have come to see the provisional nature of these criti-
cal frameworks as central to their currency. In this way my research study 
posits that the agency of a discursive, reflexive practice lies in appreciat-
ing that individual perspectives and background understandings should 
be subjected to constant negotiation and renegotiation. This allows tacit 
understandings to be examined and explicitly communicated for discussion 
without presuming that the initial explication is an attempt to fix a theo-
retical position. In fact, the ‘becomingness’ of figuring out new perspectives 
is central to a discursive act that acknowledges the appropriateness of leav-
ing some questions unanswered… if not unexamined.
 This chapter extrapolates from the case study, ‘proposing’ a model for 
design-oriented research in order to show-by-example how a practitioner 
might make a contribution to design knowing (in this case the discourse 
of design research). I recognise that this speculative approach is not con-
structing theory in the way Friedman is advocating for, yet I do see it as 
consistent with Manzini’s definition of design knowledge. I share Manzini’s 
interest in privileging how the designer-as-research would evaluate the ap-
propriateness and relevance of the research by considering how useful it is 
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to those who design. In this way he defines design knowledge as something 
that has more than abstract utility but as:
A set of visions, proposals, tools and reflections: to stimulate and steer 
strategic discussions, to be applied in a variety of specific projects, to 
help understand what we are doing or could do (2009, p12). 
According to Jonas, the main epistemological problem of the discipline is 
shaped by design being “about what is NOT (yet)” (2007, p200). The inter-
ventions of this research project have never sought to pin down exactly 
what the projects were proposing, nor taken a definitive position on design. 
I make the connection here to Scrivener’s insight that “this is because the 
creative process is one of establishing the conditions for the realization 
of what has not been seen before, not one of thinking the thing out in 
advance” (n.pag). The emphasis is on the ‘becoming’ of the insights: on at-
tending to the shift in perspective or the process of seeking corroboration. 
This is why my research has sought to move ‘toward’ an understanding, 
and why it is engaged in figuring as opposed to having figured out. My 
decision to allow the research to be about potential calls for it to resist theo-
retically locking-in a conclusive position. Yet this is about more than just 
acknowledging the design practitioner’s lack of interest in what is known 
and what he or she cannot influence. With the object of study focusing on 
the process of designing and researching, I have been regularly reminded 
of experiential, philosophical and practical reasons why it is appropriate to 
attend to the figuring act of becoming. Even with the interrogation of my 
own tacit understandings, I have come to appreciate that it is more relevant 
to explore the process of examining my assumptions than to permanently 
account for my position. 
 However, the research project is motivated by the broader ambition to 
develop a model whereby the practitioner as researcher can inform under-
standings of design praxis. One of the core negotiations of this research 
project is the ongoing attempt to navigate the push of a discursive model 
that seeks out new interpretations and perspectives with the pull of a criti-
cal model that can analyse and substantiate the knowing of the research. 
This puts in perspective why the act of interrogating one’s practice seems 
to be an ongoing commitment rather than a discrete exercise. 
the conveRsations of the ReseaRch
This dissertation consistently alludes to the reflective conversations that 
run through the research. The emphasis is on the conversations between 
the researcher and the situated context of the research project, whether 
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that be at the level of designing a project or evaluating the direction of 
the research in general. However, the project could also be characterised 
as being in conversation with the work of Schön, Cross and Lawson. This 
research states from the beginning that its performative orientation resists 
the notion of theory led by practice, and yet as the research has evolved it is 
clear the extent to which the conceptual frameworks of this research build 
on the writings of these three theorists. 
 My conversation with Schön’s work on reflective practice is obviously 
the most immediate. Practitioner-researchers regularly cite Schön’s work 
as a way of legitimating their reflective practice. Scrivener’s recognises this 
connection for practitioners by noting the value of reflection with respect 
to studio practice:
•	 “There	is	a	positive	relation	between	productive	excellence,	i.e.,	innova-
tive artefact production and reflective practice;
•	 Reflective	practice	is	a	productive	mode	of	personal	creative	development;
•	 Reflective	practice	yields	practitioners	who	can	give	accounts	of	their	
work, which, e.g., explicate overarching theory, appreciative system and 
the norms used to evaluate the unintended and unexpected consequences;
•	 These	accounts	are	a	valuable	resource	for	other	practitioners	and	inter-
ested parties: providing, amongst other things, ‘examples, images, under-
standings’ (Schön, 1983:138) and strategies for action that other practitio-
ners may employ to extend their own repertoires;
•	 Reflective	practice	equips	practitioners	to	induct	novices	into	that	prac-
tice” (2007, n.pag).
In relation to the extensive body of scholarship that draws on Schön’s 
work, I understand the contribution of this research as directly examining, 
from a practitioner’s perspective, the ideas that Schön came to as an ob-
server of design practice. I do not see this work as a critique or departure 
from the key ideas Schön posits, but as offering an insider’s perspective on 
how his ideas might be ‘tried on’ and explored in the context of individual 
research practice. 
 I do think that Schön overstates the reflective orientation of design, 
which is interesting when considered in the context of the literature on 
expertise. With reference to Dreyfus and Dreyfus’s research into stages of 
skill acquisition Young and Spencer consider the implications of associ-
ating mastery (high level expertise) with the ability to perform without 
conscious attention to the act. Wondering whether ‘mastery’ would deny 
the possibility of deep reflection by the design master Young and Spencer 
come at this from another angle by questioning whether “the real achieve-
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ment…is the [expert designer’s] ability to reframe the overall activity in 
such a way as to create a challenge” (p155). Here their proposition is similar 
to my argument for amplifying back talk, as they question whether this 
reframing would productively require the designer to maintain a commit-
ment to reflection-in-action. My counter to Schön’s emphasis on reflection 
is to offer the more nuanced notion of speculation-led reflection. In posi-
tioning the relationship between reflective practice and design research 
this research simply adopts Schön’s notions of framing, repertoire and re-
flective conversations. The contribution of this research to this field is the 
notion of amplifying the back talk of practice to access a deeper level of 
reflective enquiry. My proposition of why and how a designer-researcher 
might do this offers a strategy for generating rich practice-led observations 
that can inform the scholarship of design research. 
 My conversation with Cross is more complicated. This dissertation would 
have been infinitely more difficult to write if I had not read Cross’s scholar-
ship about the cognitive expertise of designers. On the one hand, I could 
flippantly say that when I read Cross’s descriptions he was only putting into 
words what I already knew — yet I now recognise the sheer importance 
of accounting for the expertise that designers often only tacitly know. So 
I could describe my relationship with Cross superficially, as if the primary 
merit was the vocabulary his scholarship offers. Yet, more than that, Cross’s 
scholarship has motivated me to want to contribute. The subject this re-
search seeks to investigate shares a domain with the field that Cross has 
shaped. The disciplined conversation Cross refers to is the subject I also wish 
to explore, as I set out to better understand design expertise, designerly 
knowing and design thinking. Yet Cross and I have a fundamentally differ-
ent methodological orientation to the discipline of design. This helps to ex-
plain why the methods and assessment of the research Cross cites seem at 
times to dismiss the values and perspectives a practice-led approach would 
bring to this subject. So even though his work directly engages with the 
conversation I want to be a part of, his singular praise for protocol studies 
does not seem to promote his own interest in recruiting more practitio-
ners to engage with research. I feel a productive ambivalence toward his 
scholarship: I am grateful for the terrain he has mapped and frustrated by 
how transparently it signals my sense that the practitioner is absent from 
the scholarship that defines the domain of design. I would see my theoris-
ing about the negotiations of practice and the concept of speculation-led 
reflection as simply framing in a different way many of the ideas Cross 
has already articulated. But I see that my contribution to the discussion 
of design expertise could be valuable with respect to the diagrams in this 
dissertation. For as insightful as Cross’s scholarship is at accounting for de-
signerly ways of knowing, I believe my diagrams potentially present a more 
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appropriate way of engaging the practice community of academics into a 
conversation about designerly ways of knowing. 
 If I were to imagine I really was in conversation with these three theo-
rists, then Lawson would be the person I most appreciate talking to. It is 
not the ideas behind Lawson’s scholarship that I am responding to, but 
the orientation of his scholarship that I respect. Whereas Cross gives the 
impression of writing for other design theorists, Lawson makes it obvious 
that he is writing for the design practitioner. His commitment to commu-
nicate what is often unspoken in design education and to ensure that the 
scholarship be accessible to students and educators alike aligns with many 
core ambitions of this project – albeit tackled from a completely different 
perspective. With every new book, Lawson attempts to find new ways to 
ensure the practitioner’s voice is heard – with repeated quotes throughout 
the text. I perceive the anecdotal entries at the beginning of the sections in 
this dissertation as presenting the kind of critical first-person observation 
of practice that Lawson integrates into his scholarship. With respect to how 
we share and communicate complex notions of design praxis, I see that 
my research seeds the possibility of the practitioner-researcher being more 
than just the voice in pull quotes. My research foreshadows, the potential 
for publications, such as the model of Architectural Design Research, that 
frame practice-led perspectives of design praxis through designing and 
writing (Allpress and Otswald).
4.4.2  
the transferability of the model
summaRy oF the moDel’s chaRacteRistics
One way to conceptualise the design-oriented research model presented 
in this dissertation is to characterise the design projects as the push to 
the unfamiliar and the reflection-based interventions as the pull to what 
we know and what we can build upon. In this way, a design-oriented ap-
proach to research values the speculative space of exploring through the 
process of designing and the reflective space of provisionally fixing into 
words the practice insights so they can be actively discussed with peers. 
This is a multifaceted approach to researching praxis that calls for a rigor-
ous level of reflection, confession and candour, yet never strays far from its 
practitioner roots. 
 The following briefly summarises the key attributes of the design-orient-
ed research model that emerged from this study. The attributes draw atten-
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tion to how the designer thinks, practices and acts, and are intentionally 
connected to the three frames introduced at the beginning of this chapter.
 The first set of attributes focus on the way a designer-as-researcher 
thinks. Namely these attributes of the model are built on notions of design 
thinking, specifically as it is manifested through amplified reflection, cre-
ative negotiation and explication of previously tacit knowing. The common 
element within this set of attributes is study’s commitment to reflection. 
To think like a researcher, this approach not only requires the practitioner 
to be more attentive to the back talk from these reflective conversations, 
but also calls on him or her to externalise what is for many designers an 
internalised dialogue.
 The second set of attributes focuses on how a researcher practices. Com-
mitted to the relevance of supporting designerly ways of knowing the foun-
dation for design-oriented research needs to build a model with methods 
that are appropriate for a practitioner-researcher. The primary method 
may be design practice, but the model relies on an approach that allows 
the designer to work iteratively, switching between multiple modes over 
an extended period of time. The discipline of noticing supports the close 
reading of practice, and the action research cycle ensures a form of engage-
ment that promotes change and the need to revisit and redirect a project 
as new understandings emerge.
 The third set of attributes specific to the model is related to how a re-
searcher acts. The integrity of the design-oriented model builds on the in-
tegration of speculative and reflective methods, allowing the co-evolution 
of the research problem and potential propositions, The design projects are 
the primary locus of activity, and the social contexts of multiple practice 
spaces can further consolidate the feedback loop between the researcher 
and his or her peers. The model addresses the importance of observing 
practice from outside of designing by introducing a speculative element 
within the reflection-based interventions.
 These integrated sets of attributes begin to illustrate what is distinctive 
about my approach to researching. The reflection is integrated within and 
sustained by the entire research program. My practice-led projects inten-
tionally manipulate a designer’s propensity for projection – to dive deeper 
into the examination of the situation. The inclusion of reflection-based 
strategies introduces various methods and research artefacts to intensify 
the interrogation of the insights that emerge. My commitment to explore 
our understandings of design from a practitioner’s perspective led my re-
search methods, where possible, to being adapted to work with the agency 
of design and the expertise of the designer. These hybrid methods – part 
design-led and part reflection-based – predominantly fall into the framing 
category of the research study. The commitment to embedding reflection 
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in all phases of the research and the development of the hybrid framing 
exercises together define this design-oriented approach.
 In this model the reflective conversations can be characterised as the 
central nervous system of design-oriented research, requiring the practi-
tioner-researcher to recognise that for every activity undertaken there are 
reflections sparked, messages sent and connections made. Such a research 
approach requires the designer to become conscious of the negotiations 
when designing and to recognise the value of his or her expertise. 
the PRimaRy PRoPositions anD key unDeRstanDings
My model has been conceived to provide an approach for the reflective 
practitioner motivated to interrogate his or her own practice – with the 
goal of translating the insights that emerge from practice into a broader 
discussion of design praxis. The rationale for my project broadly frames the 
desire among practitioners within the academy to participate in and help 
direct the academic discourse that surrounds the domain of design. With 
the project broadly focusing on the importance of designers being more 
cognisant and articulate about the expertise they bring to a situation, my 
research specifically explores the potential for design-oriented research to 
investigate a practitioner’s tacit understandings of practice as a first step 
toward being able to make explicit the agency of design.
 To this end the characteristics of the design-oriented model describe 
how the designer educator might use the inherent attributes of his or her 
studio practice to enhance reflective research practice. The ways a designer 
proposes, makes and reflects have all contributed to shaping my model of 
practitioner research. The multiple-method and multi-modal character of 
design-oriented research is a direct consequence of the solution-proposing 
nature of designing and the material expertise of the practitioner. 
 When stating the research questions in chapter 1.3, I acknowledged that 
the various components of this research project addressed these questions 
by attending to the domain being investigated (reflective practice and de-
sign), the methodological orientation (design-oriented research) and the 
community of practice (design education). The following table, with refer-
ence to these components, summarises the principle findings of this study by 
acknowledging how practice insights framed research questions that led to 
design propositions and ultimately transformed my own understandings.  
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Design-OrienteD
research
Practice / Research Insight
i noticed the extent to which the design-oriented research approach that emerged was 
founded on new understandings posited by the visualisation practice of figuring.
Tentative Thesis
this observation establishes the capacity to translate specific communication design  
insights into perspectives that inform a broader conversation about design praxis. the 
thesis came to focus on the discursive internal and external conversations between the 
situated case study and the meta argument of the thesis. this framed the research ques-
tion: how might design as a research method interrogate the often only tacitly understood 
praxis of design?
Design-led Proposition
From this thesisthe propositional model of design-oriented research emerged. corner-
stones of this approach include a commitment to: speculation-led reflection, hybrid fram- 
ing activities, the negotiative capacity of the designer and amplifying the back talk of 
practice.
New Understanding
i came to understand that it is counter-productive to pit research into design against 
research through design. it is more interesting now to think how the two methodological 
orientations might come together to improve our capacity to build theories of design.
Design &
reFlective Practice
Practice / Research Insight
i noticed that the speculative yet reflective practice of figuring the visualisations led to a 
prolonged yet critically productive creative process.
Tentative Thesis
this led me to consider whether in adopting designing as a research method it can be 
constructive to intentionally trouble the negotiations of the design process as a strategy for 
sustaining an active level of critical reflection-in-action. this framed the research question 
that explored: which additional methods and strategies might encourage a practitioner to 
more deeply reflect on and share his or her understandings of design?
Design-led Proposition
From this thesis the critically reflective back talk of design became the driver behind 
design-led enquiry. With a commitment to amplify not just the back talk of practice but 
also research-framed reflection the model came to propose the merits of stepping outside 
of the practice experience to interrogate a designer’s understanding of practice.
New Understanding
i came to understand that although designing can illuminate some practice insights there 
are additional tiers of reflection required to analyse, challenge and translate those practice 
insights. i now appreciate that reflecting on my practice from ‘outside’ of the project focus 
can build different noticing expertise while maintaining a designerly orientation.
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Rather than being prescriptive, the design-oriented research approach out-
lined here intentionally speaks to the principle of the model. This invites 
the practitioner-educator to potentially customise an approach that would 
build on his or her personal strengths. I can only speculate as to whether 
the model really has the potential to increase the capacity of the practi-
tioner-educator to represent his or her perspective in scholarly conversa-
tions about design. However, I can account for how the understandings I 
have of design that inform this thesis are almost all a direct consequence 
of undertaking this research. The many hunches with which I began this 
project have been slowly overturned, and I find myself completing this dis-
sertation able to declare many positions about design practice that I once 
only tacitly understood. Being cognisant of my own expertise as a designer 
has significantly changed the way I contribute as a teacher and academic 
administrator. The following presents specific examples of how these new-
found understandings have changed my perspective.
 Knowing how I might navigate a new situation has enhanced my ca-
pacity to draw on my design expertise in interdisciplinary settings. Specifi-
cally, I have observed that in collaborations I am articulate about how I can 
contribute and comfortable with defending my speculation-led reflection 
approach to situations.
 Having a vocabulary for articulating a designer’s expertise has allowed 
me to assert a practitioner’s perspective in theoretical conversations about 
design with respect to future curricula. This was of particular relevance in 
discussions when the degree program did not fall under the domain of any 
Design 
eDucatiOn
Practice / Research Insight
i noticed that my ability (or not) to expressly articulate my understandings of design praxis 
influenced my capacity to engage colleagues and students.
Tentative Thesis
concerned with designers’ being better equipped to communicate what they bring to  
collaborative projects the project set out to explore research strategies that could interro-
gate tacit understandings of design while also challenging a practitioner’s base under-
standings. this line of enquiry led to the research question of how research into the prac-
tice of design might better reflect a practitioner’s perspective, expertise and motivations?
Design-led Proposition
From this thesis emerged the multi-modal, discursive approach that support a researcher 
translating and extrapolating from his or her situated engagement with practice. With a 
focus on the shifts in modes and context that promote opportunities for shared articula-
tion the proposition emphasises a critical framework for the research that includes: dual 
practice spaces and the triangulation between designing, writing and framing activities.
New Understanding
i came to understand how the conversations of practice play a critical role in facilitating 
the negotiations of design. this offered a way for me to respect how designing, writing and 
framing offer complementary strategies for translating and narrating practice insights.
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one field of design (i.e. a PhD in Design and an MFA Transdisciplinary De-
sign). I could extrapolate from my communication design experience and 
articulate graduate attributes while still acknowledging the primacy of the 
design project.
 Being able to propose a critical framework by which practitioners can 
understand their potential role as researchers has directly informed the 
research culture of my institution. Perhaps the most instrumental shift is 
the use of this model as a basis for workshops for faculty and courses on 
design-led research for students. The research model appears challenging 
and the orientation relevant enough to motivate faculty to consider the 
transition from practitioner to researcher.
 Perhaps most significantly, the deeper understanding I have of design 
expertise and how to use these attributes to promote critical reflection has 
transformed not just how I think of the content of design education, but 
also how we should go about teaching. I recently taught my first ever theo-
ry course and the students were very responsive to the inclusion of proposi-
tion diagram assignments as a speculation-led reflective strategy for their 
theory course. 
limitations anD ReseRvations about the moDel
I intentionally refer to a tentative thesis and a design-led proposition, as the 
research model I put forward essentially exists in the realm of potential un-
til other practitioner-educators examine and explore the approach for them-
selves. However, it is worth noting the limitations of a model that presents 
the negotiative process of reflective practice research in design as essentially 
a tug of war between opposing forces. The following acknowledges the real 
challenges of negotiating the ‘back talk’ between the designer and the de-
sign, the research audience and the situation he or she is designing into.
 The first reservation is concerned with skill and inclination – specifically 
whether this approach is an ‘appropriate’ fit for all designer educators. This 
reservation is related to the capacity or openness of the researcher and the 
audience to be deeply reflective. The process worked for me, and I believe 
worked for my peers who chose to actively engage with the challenge of 
internally reflecting on their biases and assumptions. Yet for the audience 
members who sat silently it was less clear to me whether they were intro-
spectively examining their own understandings or simply passively observ-
ing the negotiations. I also recognise that I am inclined toward reflection, 
and so am drawn to the discipline of noticing. However, it is clear that the 
reflective-practice orientation of this model would fail to resonate for design-
ers not interested in the core objective of interrogating their own practice. 
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 The second reservation is less about capacity and more a criticism of the 
recursive nature of the model. The iterative reframing of the research sub-
ject and the sometimes-overwhelming negotiation of multiple approaches 
and practice spaces resulted in the project taking many turns and argu-
ably extending its duration. You could argue that amplifying the back talk 
created too much chatter to meaningfully respond to. There were times 
when the opportunistic capacity to redirect the research was invaluable, 
yet conversely it never seemed an efficient way to research. The iterative, 
situated nature makes me question how relevant the model would be for 
addressing a clearly defined research question.  
 For most of the research project I was only tacitly deploying the model 
that is articulated here. I can speculate that some of the reservations might 
be addressed by reducing the perception that each new insight was critical 
to explore. I noticed that once I more explicitly understood the pitfalls and 
potential of the multiplicity approach, I was able to make more strategic 
decisions about when and how to pursue new insights. Now that I more ex-
plicitly understand the potential and limitations of the reflective approach, 
it would seem constructive to more thoughtfully structure the reflective 
conversations with the self and with others. Over time I became more disci-
plined in my own internal conversations – in how I structured the back talk 
– but I am not sure how much this discipline came from practice or an ex-
plicit understanding. By intentionally diversifying strategies for reflection 
and discussion it would be possible not just to access new personal insights 
but also to better facilitate the discussions with peers. Shumack’s paper 
potentially provides an approach for structuring conversation with the self 
as other “with the aim to introduce new thinking about diverse viewpoints 
and points of consent or disagreement” (Shumack 2009, n.pag).
I had noticed before that there was never an ideal time 
to stop this project. By the time I finished the latest 
round of diagrams I had more I wanted to write about, 
then after further reflection I had more designing I 
wanted to do. But this time I really had thought the design 
work for my PhD was done. I had three visual essays and 
three visualisation studies, and I did not need any more 
experiences to reflect upon. The way I saw it reflection 
time was over. It was now time to just get on with finishing 
my dissertation. Still. What I didn’t realise is what I could 
still learn from writing. The new understanding I was 
applying to my work was a direct consequence of academic 
writing. I had to concede that even as the PhD was coming 
to a close, my professional practice was still moving 
forward. Even if I tacitly recognised that the research 
situation mirrored the recursive, iterative experience 
of designing, I still basically saw the meta-research 
process as more linear. I had to start thinking of the 
bigger picture. 
It was time to recognise that the dissertation will get 
written; the PhD will get examined. Yet, new perspectives, 
new knowing, will ensure the research need never pretend 
to be fixed and done.
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 Possibilities for Future Research
Moving on from the concrete observations of how design-oriented research 
might operate, these concluding remarks consider the potential this model 
presents for future research. 
 The methods frame calls into question the way researchers from other 
design fields would adapt the research interventions to align with their 
particular material expertise. The visual orientation of this research illus-
trates how diagnostic diagramming or the visual/verbal interplay of a pre-
sentation are productive, but it would be valuable to see the insights that 
might come from an architect: for example, adapting a reflection-based 
intervention to accommodate his or her spatial expertise. With respect to 
research by non-practitioners, it could be informative to have qualitative 
assessments of the kinds of insights generated by the acts of designing, 
writing and discussion. Better understanding the contribution of the dif-
ferent activities might inform the practitioner-researcher about when and 
why to use specific research methods. 
 The integrity frame emphasises the hybrid modes and discursive nature 
of visually and orally communicating the research. It would be interesting 
to observe how practitioners from other design fields would adapt this no-
tion of multi-modal framing exercises – beyond the examples of diagnostic 
diagrams and the predominantly graphic nature of the presentations I de-
signed in relation to my background. Beyond the idea of different expertise 
in visualising and communicating content I can imagine different modes of 
driving discussion: for example, a more participatory approach to the de-
sign process, and/or working collaboratively. The social interactions of these 
approaches might also be investigated to evaluate their potential for ensur-
ing ongoing corroboration and consultation of the insights that emerge.
 The reflection frame also brings into question how figuring would mani-
fest itself in other design fields. By extrapolating the negotiations of figur-
ing with respect to creative practice in general, one can begin to imagine 
how another design field might challenge the creative tension of studio-
based practices. This research might provide a framework by which to cre-
ate similarly discursive artefacts for practitioner-researchers interested in 
critically interrogating their own tacit understandings of practice and per-
spectives on design. From a completely different perspective, it could prove 
informative to consider how a social scientist would go about corroborat-
ing (or not) the outcomes of this research. Protocol analysis might disclose 
interesting observations about how and when understandings emerge in 
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a research program designed specifically to amplify and externalise the 
reflective back talk of practice. Similarly, qualitative research could evalu-
ate how effective or ineffective the intentionally discursive process of cor-
roborating insights is for engaging a research audience into reflecting upon 
their own understandings of design.
 For my own practice, I hope to build upon and further refine the toolkit 
of research activities that work to my expertise and sharpen my critical 
reflection. I spent too much of this project being simultaneously wary of 
the limitations of design-led reflection-in-action and dismissive of evidence-
based research that ignored the designer researcher’s expertise. I am no 
longer interested in this binary tension and have come to respect the mul-
tiple types of knowing different research orientations offer. If as a com-
munity of educators we can come to understand how productive it might 
be to talk across the different disciplinary orientations that contribute to 
research into design, then we might come to respect how theories of design 
would be enriched by a diversity of methodological perspectives. 
 I found the intensity of my model to be an excellent training ground 
for refining my own discipline of noticing, but I am now curious to investi-
gate a subject other than my own practice. Even with this shift in research 
subject, I maintain my interest in exploring how qualitative methods can 
be appropriated to work with a designer’s expertise. At the end of this dis-
sertation I find myself less interested in advocating for one kind of research 
and more motivated to consider how ethnographic insights, clinical trials, 
philosophical arguments and conceptual models can collectively propose 
not only what design is but transform what design might come to be. 
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Post-project Reflection 
I am compelled to write this epilogue six months after I submitted my PhD 
for examination, because I feel that distance from the project allows me 
to give a concrete example of how the research project has changed my 
professional practice and how this has subsequently led me to question my 
privileging of reflective practice.
 In preparing material for my oral examination I looked back to my ini-
tial review of candidature when I first entered the PhD program. As I read 
the statements I presented nearly eight years previously I was struck by 
how they imply that I tacitly understood some of the key insights that the 
case study went on to disclose.
 The first sequence of phrases began with: I like contradictions / I like 
putting ideas in boxes / I like when they don’t fit / I like thinking of why. 
These self-reflexive observations show a nascent understanding of the idea 
that there is a core tension within design practice and that I recognise this 
as a productive, engaging tool for reflection. I then went on to say: I like 
ambiguity / I like sitting on the fence / I like that there are more than two 
sides to every story / I like learning from talking. It would be another five 
years before I would explicitly come to recognise that the visual language 
of the proposition diagram succeeds in amplifying the back talk of design 
because it is intentionally ambiguous. But on some level these words fore-
cast the possibility of a multi-modal approach to research where multiple 
perspectives are valued for their capacity to create the discursive environ-
ment necessary for deep reflection.
 If I look back at a book chapter I wrote the month I enrolled in the 
PhD program I am struck by how I struggle to articulate the design process 
as anything more than a serendipitous process. I didn’t know about co-
evolution of the problem and solution, and back then I would have turned 
my back on Cross’s criteria for research rather than engage in proposing a 
redefining of the criteria by arguing for how design praxis could be accom-
modated. I make these observations because the move from tacit to explicit 
understanding begins to address the question of whether this research has 
informed my capacity to lead academic conversations about design. I can 
say that I no longer relate to the tongue-tied practitioner I describe in the 
initial reflective account that introduces this dissertation. 
 This transformation in my practice is most evident in a project I worked 
on soon after submitting my PhD. I was co-convenor of a conference on 
PhDs in Art and Design in a country with no history of practice-led PhDs. 
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The experience was empowering because it demonstrated how my capacity 
to articulate a position on practice-led research allows me to a) facilitate 
conversations between the design philosophers and the design practitioners; 
b) ensure that the designer’s voice is not marginalised in the PhD conversa-
tion; and c) motivate studio-based faculty to consider the contribution they 
can bring to a research context. But the experience was also enlightening 
because the conference planning and discussions helped me to see how my 
bias had led me to simplistically pit practice against theory, situated know-
ing against abstract knowing. I have come to respect that there are project-
grounded ways to practice being a design-led researcher that need not re-
volve around reflective practice, protocol studies or design philosophy. 
 With few practitioners’ voices represented in the discourse surrounding 
theories of design praxis I had not paid enough attention to the community 
of practice-based researchers actively working on applied projects. The mod-
el at the institution where I was a PhD candidate had led me to focus on the 
designer-researcher who sought to advance the sub-field of design by way 
of reflecting on his or her own professional mastery. I should have focussed 
more on design researchers who work in interdisciplinary collaborations 
since this community has already established methodological approaches 
that respect the practice expertise of the designer while allowing the assess-
ment component of the research to be evaluated by other measures. 
 I find it hard to get past a general desire to advocate for design-oriented 
research, but I now found myself less invested in asserting the emphasis on 
reflective practice. During the PhD conference I found myself not pushing 
for a practice-led PhD pathway, but for a thematic curricular model that 
allows researchers from a diversity of epistemological orientations to be 
explore research topics alongside one other. This research experience has 
taught me to recognise the limitations of design and to acknowledge the 
reflective insight that can come from stepping outside of design. For even 
though the research is grounded by the projects, and the propositions did 
emerge from the situated investigation — the design projects alone could 
not achieve the central purpose of the research to generate new knowing 
about design in general. My practitioner’s appropriation of the discipline 
of noticing worked because it relied on interventions that called on me to 
step outside of the immersive process of designing. In listening not just to 
the back talk of designing, but also to the back talk of researching I have 
come to appreciate how (perhaps, not unsurprisingly) I learnt as much 
about designing by appropriating reflection-based research methodologies 
from other disciplines.
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